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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTORY 

A MODERN ILLUSTRATION 


Haeckel, by stressing the application to Man of Darwins theory 
of the Origin of Species, finds that he has tran formed himself 
from a pure scientist to a politician. 


This is a book about the obstacles (» die spread of a 
scientific outlook in the ancient world. Of th«e obstacles 
the chief is generally characterized as Popular Superstition. 
The purpose of this study is to raise the question how far 
popular superstition means superstition originated by the 
people or imposed upon the people. Plutarch, in his brilliant 
essay On Superstitition, says of the victims of this disease that 
“they despise Philosophers and Grave Personages of State 
and Government, who do teach and show that the Majesty 
of God is accompanied with bounty, m^nanimity, love 
and careful regard of our good.” ^ But we shall find 
much evidence to show that philosophers and grave per- 
sonages of State and Qovemment inculcated also less com- 
fortable doctrines of acknowledged falsity. Ancient writers 
will inform us of the nature of these doctrines and the 
motive for their dissemination. Their testimony will hdp- 
us to distinguish- between the two sources of ancient super- 
stition, popular ignorance and deliberate deceit. To the 
writer it seems that the keeping of this elementary distinc- 
tion results in a shifting of the perspective in whidi the 
history of science in antiquity is seen and in the clarifyitig 
of several issues that were previously obscure. Above all, 
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INTRODUCTORY 

it tJirows light on the history of Epicureanism, and on die 
strange figure of the Latin poet Lucretius, in whose work 
the war against superstition reached its highest expression 
in the ancient world. 

In the later chapters of this hook we shall he concerned 
to trace the interactions between Natural Philosophy and 
Political Philosophy in the world of Classical Antiquity. 
In our view the development of Natural Philosophy was 
violendy interfered with by considerations that arose in a 
field extraneous to it, namely politics. The invasion of the 
rlnmam of Natural Philosophy by political ideas is most 
evident in Plato. The last determined endeavour to rescue 
Natural Philosophy from politics was made by Lucretius. 
Our enquiry, therefore, though it will start before Plato 
and continue after Lucretius, will centre mainly round these 
two great figures. But since it may not be immediately 
apparent that Natural Philosophy and Politics can and. do 
interact, it may be well to give first an example fi'om modem 
times of such interaction. 

Amo n g the advocates of the biological theory of evolu- 
tion which produced such a &nnent, not only in scientific 
circles but in sodety in general, in the dosing decades of 
the nineteenth century one of the most prominent and 
most zealous was Ernst Haeckel. Round bis head broke the 
most violent storms of controversy. Haeckel was a member 
of the uppar classes with no particular interest in social 
problems. Only experiaice revealed to him, and the reve- 
lation puzded him somewhat to his dying day, that an 
uncompromising public chmapionship of his sdentific views 
was a form of political action whidi roused the shaipest 
controversy and mide him a hero to one political party 
and an object of suspicion to another. 

Darwin, when he published his Origin of Species in i859» 
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soft-pedalled its application to the origin of man. He pro- 
vided his book with a theistic conclusion, and merely 
suggested en passant, as among the probable results of his 
theory of Natural Selection, that “hght will be thrown on 
the origin and history of humanity.” His German translator, 
Bronn, whose version appeared in i860, still more timid 
than Darwin, thought it better not to render the passage 
at aU. He simply omitted the dangerous sentence. But at 
a scientific congress at Stettin in 1863 Haeckel, who was 
the first speaker, vigorously underlined the implications for 
the natural history of man that must logically be developed 
firom Darwin’s dheory. He had the general approval of his 
colleagues, Virchow among them. But Virchow had a sense 
for the social implications of science that Haeckel in his 
innocence did not yet possess. At a later stage of the same 
congress he proceeded to limit the field of action of science 
in a sense the full significance of which did not become 
dear* for many years. It was the business of the sdentist, 
said Virchow, to establish facts, but not to go on to philo- 
sophize about them, hi the domain of fact sdence is supreme. 
If it be established as a fact that man is descended firom the 
ape, no tradition in the world will be able to suppress the 
fact. And the supremacy of sdence in the domain of fact 
most be respected cv^n beyond its firontiers. Church and 
State must both bow to sdence in the realm of fact. “The 
far.^eeing Government and the open-minded Church will 
always assimilate these advancing and developing ideas and 
make them firuitful.” But at the same time, said Virchow, 
sdence most not seek to trespass beyond its firontiers. And 
in the drawing of those mysterious firontiers Virchow showed 
a wish to compromise with the claims of the far-seeir^ 
Govemmentand the open-minded Church which was later to 
produce the sharpest divergence between him and HaedkeL 
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INTRODUCTORY 

At the Stettin congress Virchow di<l not indicate the 
nature of the compromise he sought with Government. His 
concession was to the Church, and very curious was the 
line he drew between the spheres of Science and the Church. 
Consciousness, said Virdhow, and above all those facts of 
consciousness that dominate our whole higher life, can never 
be the concern of science. “That is, I think,” he said, the 
point where science makes its compromise with the 
Churches, recognizing that this is a province that each can 
survey as he wdl, either putting his own interpretation on 
it or accepting the traditional ideas; and it must be sacred 
to othen.” 

Virchow’s position was anything but completely clear, 
but enough of it was dear to be inacceptable to Haeckel 
The scientist might gather fects but he must not draw con- 
clusions, at least in die sphere of consciousness. To impose 
such a compromise on Haeckel would have been to forbid 
him to think. He was to be free to trace the evolution of 
the physical structure of living things from the moneron 
to man, but not free to associate therewith any conclusions 
on the evolution of the psychic activities that depend on 
the physical structure. Vesalius had already muttered under 
such restrictions three hundred years before. Haeckel con- 
tinued to enq^uire, to speculate, and to publish. Virchow, 
now openly setting expediency above truth, moved into 
frill opposition. At die congress of 1877, it was no longer 
with, the open-minded Church (its power had declined in 
the meantime in Germany) that he sought to establish a 
compromise, but with the far-seeing Government, which 
for foe moment was foe more powerfiil of foe two. This 
time, not foe Deposit of the Faith, but Interests of State, 
were to define foe limits of foe scientist’s activities. Dar- 
winism was now opposed on foe ground that foe Social 
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Democrats had taken to it. Science was to be restricted 
because the people were becoming interested in its con- 
clusions. Not truth but political expediency was to be the 
controlling factor in the growth of science. 

Haeckel now felt himself crushed between the upper and 
the nether mill-stone. He had always dreaded the ignorance 
of the multitude ; now he began to fear that his worst enemy 
was the alliance of the Church with the reactionary political 
party in Germany. Ignorance, he refleaed, may be cured; 
die appeal to interest is always addressed to deaf ears. He 
had always concerned himself with publishing his con- 
clusions to the educated non-specialist; now he would seek 
a wider public stUl. He would, if he could, enlighten the 
multitude. That way at least ky hope for the future of 
mankind. Haeckel had turned politician, but not by aban- 
doning science; he had merely found that to be a consistent 
and courageous scientist Was politics in the highest d^ee. 
With the composition of The Riddle of the Universe he 
addressed hims elf to the man in the street The book, 
translated into fourteen languages, sold in its hundreds of 
thousands. The Jena professor, whose weak voice could 
har dly bc heard in the lecture-room, had spoken to the 
world. His determination not only to enqture but to publish 
the results of his enquiries had transfonned the very nature 
of his activities. His opinions ceased to be a matter of merely 
academic concern; they, and his right to express them, had 
become the symbol of a struggle of the people for eman- 
cipation. To ^ bewilderment, and possibly not altogether 
to his satiskction, he was exalted to the rank of a prophet 
by die democracies of the. world. 

Such were the repcrcussionsi in Church and State of one 
man’s advocacy of Darwinism' at the end of the nineteenth 
century. If it was observed with alarm that he was being 

Scima uU Politia in 0» Anetenl WurU V] ® 



INTRODUCTORY 


read by factory-workers and fishermen; if it was discovered 
in his own country that his works were “a fleck of shame 
on the escutcheon of Germany/' ‘‘an attack on the foun- 
dations of religion and morality”; and in Glasgow that the 
impeccable author himself was “a man of notoriously 
licentious life,” these phenomena have, as we shall see, their 
analogy in the history of science in the ancient world.^ 


^ Plntarch’s de Superstitione, chap. 6. Translation byPhilemonHoIkiid. 
® The source for the account of Ernst Haeckel given in this chapter 
is Haeckel, His Life and Work; by Wllbdbi Bolsdic; translated by Joseph 
McCabe, Fisher Unwin, 1906. 
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CHAPTER TWO 


A FIRST GLANCE AT OUR 
PROBLEM 

FROM ANAXIMANDER TO COSMAS 
INDICOPLEUSTES 


Anaximander, in the sixth century B.C., teaches a theory of 
evolution based on observation. Cosmos, in the sixth century 
A.D., teaches a theory based on the Bible, that the universe is 
made on the model of the Tabernacle of Moses. 


Attention has often been directed to the “miraculous” rise 
of Greek science in sixth-century Ionia. Equally marvellous 
IS the state of its dedine in the sixth century of our own 
era after more than a thousand years of civilization. This 
being the phenomenon we hope to explain in some measure, 
it wftl be well to take a preliminary survey of it. 

Januarj, 1945 - 

In the sixth century in Ionia, within the compass of the 
lifetime of two men, 'Thales and Anaximander, science 
achieved an astonishing development. There is general 
agreement that the observations and speculations of 
these men and their immediate successors on the Nature 
of Things constitute the first draft of those scientific 
handbooks on the Universe with which we are familiar 
to day. Thus, Anaximander was already maintaining that 
the sun, moon, and stars, the earth, and the sea, were 
all tnarip of one fundamental substance; that they came 
to occupy their present positions in the universe as a 
natural result of the motion with which the primary 
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matter is endowed; that this motion tended to send the 
hot and fiery element to the outside of the universe, the 
cold and earthy to the centre, while water and mist lay 
between; that the earth was still imdergoing a great pro- 
cess of change, owing to the fact that die encircling heat 
continually dried up the moisture firon* the sea and the 
surface of the earth, a process plainly proved by the observed 
phenomenon of raised beaches; that living ttdngs had been 
produced in the course of the natural process thus described 
and were under die necessity of adapting themselves to their 
environment or perishing; that “the first animals were 
produced in moisture, and were covered with a spiny 
tegument; in course of time diey reached land; when the 
integument burst they quiddy modified their mode of life” ; 
and t-baf “living creatures were bom from the moist dement 
when i. had been evaporated by the sun; man, in the begin- 
ning resembled another aninial, to wit, a fish.” These 
were the bind of things Anaximander was writing. And 
he was further aware that he had arrived at these conclusions 
by looking at the universe about him and thinking about 
what he saw. He realized that the kmd of things he was led 
by observation and reflection to believe about the universe 
constituted a new kind of knowledge not the same as that 
taught by poets and priests; but he thoight that it could be 
trusted to make its way by itself with intdl%ent people and 
would be found usefii to humanity. He himself began to 
apply his knowledge to the practical purpose of making a 
map of the known world. 

People have been rightty astonished at the progress in 
science that was made in a generation in Ionia in the sixth 
century. But is it not even more astonishing that this 
promising beginning should in due time have completely 
failed f In the sixth century of our own era a writer called 
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Cosmas Indicopleustes, whose work has survived whik only 
the smallest fragments of Anaximander’s remain, set out to 
prove, in his Christian Topography, that the earth is a flat 
plain with high walls enclosing it on each of its fr>iar 
sides. He was led to this Opinion not primarily by the 
examination of the world, but by a conviction that the 
world was made on the model of the tabemadc of Moses 
described in Holy Writ. With this supematoral guidance 
to aid him he knew that the dsy was a semi-cylindrical lid 
which rested on the four walls and thus formed a cover for 
the plain. Other knowledge also he possessed. It had been a 
defra of Greek science that it had failed to develop afheory 
of energy, and much nonsense was believed and written by 
Greek philosophers on the questiem of the power (hat moved 
the heavenly bodies. But Cosmas had a solution flat this 
problem also. According to him the motive power for the 
heavenly bodies was supplied by angeb. It was angels who 
produced the phenomena of night and day, and otho^ 
phenomena of the sort, by carrying the heavenly bodies 
round a high mountain that lay to the north of the plain. 
The defect of Greek.science was thus made good. The foolish 
Greeks had hesitated on the threshold of a theory of energy; 
angels rudied in where fools had feared to tread. But, the 
most signifreant thing of all is that Cosmas had parted with 
the idea that the universe is evidence of its own nature. This 
evidence is now to be derived not from study of nature but 
from study of a book; and this book is not bdieved because 
it is new, but because it is old; and not simply because it is 
old, but because it is supematuraL What causes had operated 
to produce the'change from the world of Anaximander to 
the world of Cosmas Indicopleustes t This is the question 
with which, we shall be concerned. 

It may be objected that in contrasting Anaximander with 
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Cosmas we arc contrasting one of the greatest of Greek 
rhinlcCTs with a CShristian writer of no great intellectud 

pretensions. But this objection is not valid, for the compari- 
son is intended not between the individual t hink ers, but 
between the two men as representative of their times, and 
both Anaxiinander and Cosmas are rq>resentative figures. 
If it h^d been a question of finding a better stientkt than 
Cosmas in the century of the Christian era, Joaimes 
Philoponus, the distinguished commentator on Aristode’s 
Physics, who was converted from Neo-Platonism to 
Christianity about a.d. 530, would serve our turn. But 
Philoponus is not a typical figure. In so fiu as he was a 
scientist he represents the survival of a dying tradition. It 
was the opinion of Cosmas, namdy, that in the Bible we 
have the key to the understanding of the nature of things, 
that was to be characteristic of the coining age.^ 

The problem, then, is to find an adequate cause for the 
dftrlinp of the Scientific activity of the ancient world, the 
disappearance of the spirit of enquiry into the nature of 
thing s. Many answen have been sr^gested. Christianity has 
been blamed But this is no answer to our problem; for, 
in so fitr as Chtistiaiuty was incompatible with science, we 
have still to ask why the andents abandoned their sdoice for 
Christianity. 

The inroads of the barbarian peoples on the frontiers of 
the Roman Empire are credited with the destruction of die 
tradition of civilization. But this raises the enormous question 
why the civilized portion of the world should have dechned 
in power and the uncivilized portion inaeased until the dis- 
proportion became so great that the barbarians overran the 
Empire. If science had been doing what science can do for 
mankind the Empire would never have fiillen before the 
attack of the rude invaders. 
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Greek science, it lias also been said, filled because the 
Romans could not assimilate it; when die Romans assumed 
the political mastery of the Greeks, the creative race was 
reduced to a subject position, and the Romans themselves 
could not take up the torch. But the racial incapacity of the 
Romans for science is a very doubtful argument, as doubtful 
as the supposed racial basis of die scientific achievement of 
the Greeks. There was no Greek race, and no Roman race. 
The Greek thinken were, raciaEy, a thoroughly mongrel 
lot. Then, as in the modem world, many of the most 
distinguished “European” scientists had a good porportion 
of oriental blood in their veins.* And if there was no Greek 
race with a special aptitude for science, there was no Roman 
race with a special inaptitude for it. The ancient Romans 
were as mixed a lot as the modem ItaHans ; and if the modem 
Italians have contributed richly to science, while the ancient 
Romans contributed very litde, the explanation does not 
lie in race. 

External causes for the failure of ancient science proving 
insufficient, internal causes have been sought for. It has been 
said, with much justification, that the basis of Greek science 
was too narrow. Roughly it may be said that die Greeks, 
conspicuously successful in mathematics, failed in physics. 
They indulged in much physical speculation, but they did 
not establiffi a tradition of systematic experiment. Such 
experiments as they are known to have employed were 
rather in the nature of illustrations of speculative conclusions 
t han part of a clearly apprehended technique of research. 
This explanation is good so far as it goes. But it still leaves 
the further question, why the developmoit of Greek science 
shorJd have been so lop-sided. To this again a partial answer 
has been given by those who point to the slave-basis of 
ancient society, and who see in the divorce of theory and 
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A FIRST GLANCE AT OUR PROBLEM 

practice that foflows from the institution, of slavery a reason 
for the development of the spcculativp and abstract side of 
science and the Mure of its concrete applications. 

To the present •writer the line of explanation opened up by 
those who approach the problem of the frilure of ancient 
y^Vnr<^■ from thc point of -view of the social structure of 
ancient society seems the true one. The problem is complex, 
and in this essay only one aspect of it -will be stressed. Many 
•writers have sho-wn a lively sympathy ■with the "view that 
sdence is the creation of an elite and is endangered if it be 
entrusted to the ignorant mob. It is not so common to find 
any corresponding sense of the responsibihty of governments 
for the existence of such ignorance; still less of the active 
part played by governments in the promotion of ignorance. 

Salomon Reinachs accounts for the retrogressions towards 
animism and magic, whether in nineteenth-century France 
or fourth-century Greece, by “the admixture of minds 
emancipated, but few in number, the ignorant and 
superstitious multitude.” But though he does utter a 
reproach s^ainst the “cultivated rationalistic classes, which 
cared nothing for enlightening the poor folk,” he sho'ws no 
true sense of the issues involved. He is una^ware of.the 
resistance offered by oligarchies to the spread of knowledge 
among the people. This is another aspect of the truth, 
without whi^ the halting progress of enlightenment cannot 
be understood either in the ancient or in thc modem world. 

Readers of Collet’s History of the Taxes on Knowledge* -will 
understand the problem as it existed in England in the 
nineteenth century, and -will be able to set in its historical 
context the frmous inscription on the Examiner newspaper 
in the 1830’s: “Paper and print sjd., Taxes on Knowledge 
3jd., Price yd.” Then, “learning that the State,” in the 
phrase of George Jacob Holyoake, “was for a hundred and 
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forty-three yciurs the active and determined frastrator of 
public information/^ tihey will turn back to die stiidy of the 
oligarchical policies of Greece and Rome with a sharpened 
comprehension* In the view of the present writer, die 
problem of government in the class-divided societies of 
classical antiquity reveals its acuteness not only in the 
descriptions of open stasis^ or dass-warfiurc, in which the 
records of the ancient historians abound, but in the 
systematic efforts on the part of governments, priesthoods, 
and leaders of thought in various fields of human achieve- 
ment, to provide the mass of their people not with true 
ideas but with ' Vholesome^’ ones. 


^ For Joannes Pliiloponns see Brui^ ct Midi, Hi^oire Jes Seknm: 
Antiquitit Paris, 193 5, pp. 963 ff. It may be noted that the opinion of these 
two authorities is wholly against the out-moded view that Christianity 
killed Greek scicdcc. According to them it died of internal decay. Sfe 
aurait eu k mime sort ^ croyom^usy sans f intervention Je F^Use chritienne 
(p, 978) 

* Sec Se^nobos, in Ids recent Essai ffune Hbtoire Comparie Jes 
Peupies de V Europe (Ricder, Paris, 1938), p. 29: Ics Grccs, op^riit sur Ics 
connaissances accumulfe en Orient cr^^rent une methode dc penste si 
nouvcUe qu die a appd^c *le miracle grec*’ ct attribute ^ un g 6 de 
propre ^ la race hdl&dque. En 6 it, die flit Tocuvre d’un petit nombre 
d'individus, savants, pMosophes, ^crivains, venus dcs points les plus 
doign^, la plupart m 6 me de pays dont la population n^dait. d’originc 
hdknique, 

^ See Salomon Reinach’s Orpheus^ English translaticHi, Roudedg^ 
1931, pp. 34 and 95*. 

^ CoUet’s History of the Taxes on Knowkige^ Watts fThinkar's 
Library), Intro, pp. x and xi. 


25 



CHAPTER THREE 


A SECOND GLANCE AT OUR 
PROBLEM 

THE GEOMETER-GOD 

In this chapter it appears that arithmetic is democratic, geometry 
oligarchic, and that God prefers the latter. 


Science, as has been implied in our last chapter, can advance 
or retreat along two roads. There is first the advance that 
consists in the actual progress of knowledge and refinement 
of ideas, irrespective of the numben of those who share 
in the advance. In the second place there is the progress of 
the dissemination of scientific ideas among the general mass 
of the people. 

In oijr modem world, where the practical applications 
of science have transformed and continue to transform 
society, the question of the dissemination of scientific know- 
ledge among the people at large assumes a different aspect 
from that which it presented in antiquity. Pure science, in 
our western democracies, may still to some extent be the 
preserve of an oligarchy, but without a wide dissemination 
of technical knowledge modem society is unworkable. The 
problem that presents itself to societies of oligarchical com- 
plexion is how to combine political ignorance with technical 
efficiency. 

These considerations reveal to us the further fiict that there 
is a ccamection between the character of science and its 
dissemination. In tms matter our democracies are at the, 
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cross-roads. Ether our science must transform itself by the 
recognition that the history of its development is unin- 
tell%ible without an undentanding of its scx^ origins; diat 
men cannot be adequately trained in applied science without 
instruction in its social function; and that the obstacles to 
the progress of science can be external to it, in the sense that 
they rise out of the structure of society as well as out of 
dieoretical errors; either this transformation must take place 
or science must retreat. The future of science is now plainly 
a political question. Ether we must base our civilizadort 
more thorotghly on scientific foundations, or we must 
destroy science itsdf. Both processes are taking place in the 
world to-day. 

But in the world of Classical Antiquity, though ttere 
was an analogous situation, it had recognizable differences. 
The machine age had not come. At the basis of the social 
pile lay man himself, not man and the machine. There was 
therefore no problem to be solved of combining technical 
training with political incompetence. The problem was the 
simpler one of disseminating such ideas as would make the 
m^ust distribution of the rewards and toils of life seem a 
necessary part of the eternal constitution of things, and of 
suppressing such ideas as might lead to criticism of this view 
of the universe. That the extent to which this poUtical 
principle operated seriously conditioned the history of 
science, and was, in fact, a msqor^cause of that degeneration 
of science which took place between Anaximander and 
Cosmas Edicopleustes, it is the object of this essay to 
prove. 

There will be those wh6 will deny that any such cem- 
siderations affected the judgments of leaders of thought and 
opinion in Classical Antiquity. There will be many more, 
who though they will .admit that there is some evidence 
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for this contention, will think that it is of htde or no moment. 
This must be so, otherwise it is difficult to account for the 
{set that they make so little mention of it in their books., 
The usual practice is to affirm, or to assume without affirm- 
ing, that the opinions of all ancient thinkers are innocent 
of any other consideration than devotion to Truth. It will 
be well therefore to give an example of what is meant by the 
contention that both the character of ancient science and the 
problem of its dissemination were affected by political 
considerations. 

In the Book of Plutarch’s Dinner-table Discussions, 

the second topic raised is Plato’s meaning in saying, if he 
did say, that God is always busy with geometry. Diogenianus 
raises the question, and after a prdkninary assent has been 
given to Plutarch’s view that the saying, dioug^ not to be 
found in any of the writings of Plato, is certainly conform- 
able to the spirit and style of the man, the discussion begins. 
The first speaker, Tyndares, is not disposed to see any 
special difficulty in the saying. Are we to suppose, he asks, 
t-Kat Ptoto meant anything more unusual or subtle than his 
oft-repeated opinion that the function of geometry is to 
draw us away firom the sensible and the perishable to the 
intelligible and the eternal? For the contemplation of the 
eternal is the end of philosophy, as the contemplation of 
the mysteries is die end of initiation. We must remember, 
he says, that it was for this reason that Plato found fault 
with the attempts of Eudoxus, Archytas, and Menaechraus 
to find sedutions for geometrical problems by instrumental 
and mechanical devices. Forthese bring us down to material 
thit^ again, and away firom the eternal and bodiless Forms 
widi which Go^ being God, is always occupied. 

(So spoke Tyndares. And I think we may take it that it 
is generally, if still not universaEy, admitted that this shrink- 
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ing of Platonic science from contact with material things is 
not unconnected with the aristocratic contempt for manual 
labour. If fiuther evidence -should be wanted on this point, 
it can be found in those chapters of his Ufe of Marcellus in 
which Plutarch records with approval the contempt felt fay 
the great engineer Archimedes for his own mechanical 
achievements.) 

But the second speaker, Floras, was far from beii^ 
content with this simjple explanation. He thinks there may be 
somethii^ more particular implied. With pointed reference 
to the fact that Tyndares was a Lacedaemonian, he reminds 
the company that Plato was wont to link the name of his 
master Socrates with that of Lycurgus the law-^ver of 
Sparta; indeed that he looked upon the friunder of the 
Spartan constitution as being as important an influence on 
Socrates as the mathematician Pythj^oras himself He then 
ofiers the following remarkable interpretation of Plato’s 
conception of the geometcr-God. “Lycurgus is said to have 
banished the study of arithmetic from Sparta, as beii^ 
democratic and popular in its effect, and to have introduced 
geometry, as being better suited to a sober oligarchy and 
constitutional monarchy. For arithmetic, by its employment 
of number, distributes 'things equally; geometry, by the 
employment of proportion, distributes things according 
to merit Geometry is therefr>re not a source of confrmon 
in the State, but has in it a notable principle of distinction 
between good men and bad, who are awarded their portions 
not by weight or lot, but by the dififaence between vice 
and virtue. This, the geometrical, is the system of proportion 
which God applies to a£un. This it is, my 4eat Tyndares, 
which is called by the names of Dike and Nemesis, and 
which teaches us that we ought to regard justice as equality, 
but not equality as justice. For what the many aim at is the 
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greatest of all injustkcs, and God has removed it out of Ae 
world as being unattainable; but he protects and maintains 
dw distribution of things according to merit, determining it 
geometrically, that is in accordance with proportion and 
law.” 

fThe equation between Spartan oligarchy, gccMnetry, and 
the law of God, may seem surprising to some. We diall 
unhappily be familiar enough with such thoughts before we 
have finished our enquiry. — Cf. Plato, p. 757-) 

The third speaker, Autobulus, was not qmte satined with 
what Florus had said. To him it seemed that Plato had 
intended something less political and more cosmic in 
CTgni'firaTire - What Plato intended to convey is that Matter 
is a principle of disorder and discord on which geometry 
imposes order and harmony. For “when number and 
proportion arc put into Matter, thai the indeterminate is 
bound and drcumscribed, first by lines, next by sur&ces 
and depths, and so furnishes the first forms and dilfoent 
bodily shapes which serve as the foundation and base, as it 
were, fi» the coming into being of air and earth, of water 
and 

When Plutarch himself, who spoke last, was asked to 
»rtalf<< his cemtribution, he ea^pressed himsdf as of the opinion 
that there was something in what each of than had said. 
He rejected neither the ethical view that the fimetion of 
geometry- is to lift up our minds firom thii^ earthly to 
things heaveiily; nor the political view that geometry is 
oligarchic, and arithmetic democratic; nor the cosmic view, 
that an understanding of the principles of geometry is the 
key to the understanding of die universe, the view that 
exalts a priori mathematics above observational physics; he 
rejected none of these views but rather summed them all op 
in a religious interpretation of his own. 
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Gcxl, according to Plutarch’s interpretation of Plato’s 
meaning, being the supreme geometer, had set himself, in 
the act of creation, the supreme geometrical problem. This 
is not, as might be supposed, the demonstration that the 
square on the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle is equal 
to the sum of the squares on the other two sides; rather was it 
that altogether choicer problem, on finding the solution 
to which Pythagoras had felt moved to sacrifice to God. 
This was: Given any two figures, construct a third similar 
to one and the same size as the other. The universe, Plutarch 
explained, owed its oj%in to three things, God, Matter, 
and Form. Matter is of all subject things the most disorderly; 
Form is of all patterns the fairest; God is of all causes the 
best God, therefore, set.Himsdf the problem to mak e a 
third thing like Form and coextensive with Matter. The 
result was the Kosmos, in which Form is imposed on all 
Matter. 

So ends this particular Dinner-table Discussion. It is 
obvious that it comes out of a rich culture. And when we 
remember that some five htmdred years separate Plutarch 
firom Plato we are reminded of the vitality of that culture. 
The Academy which Plato had founded was still alive and 
was not to be closed for another four himdred years. We 
'cannot but be impressed with the tenacity as well as the 
inteUectual content of the Platonic tradition. But, equally, 
nobody can pretend that the system has not got a political 
side to it. It is the philosophy of an oligarch. The ethics, the 
science, the religion are quite consdossly held as part of the 
creed of an oligarch. Or, if one prefers to put it the other 
way, the pohtical theory of oligarchy is Wd to be the 
necessajy consequence of the ethical, sdentifip, and religious 
•views. 

Furthermore, one cannot but be struck wijh the emphasis 
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upon mathematical, and the neglect of physical, science. 
Again, even within the domain of mathenutics it is possible 
for one branch of the subject to be felt to be oligarchical 
and another democratic. And not only is arithmetic con- 
demned as having egalitarian tendencies; mechanics are 
rejected as a danger to the soul. Amidst prejudices so violent 
as these, is it not possible, or even probable, that the neglect 
of physics is a further example of the influence of politics 
on science i That this is indeed so we shall attempt to show 
in the sequel. And the consequences of its neglect were 
neither slight nor soon mended. They were, in a famous 
phrase with which we shall be concerned later, “woimds 
of life,” the occasion of groaning and tears to many 
generations of men. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A THIRD GLANCE AT OUR 
PROBLEM 

FROM EMPEDOCLES TO PRUDENIIUS 

In the fifth century B.C. the pagan poet Empedocles preaches 
the need for a knowledge of the Nature of Things. In the fifth 
century A.D., the Christian poet Prudentius rejects the knowledge 
of the Nature of Things. 


In discussing the history of science even in modem times 
it is far ffpm easy to be certain how far the dissemination 
of ideas among the public has kept pace with the progress 
of knowledge in itself. This information is still more difficult 
to acquire with regard to ancient times. And in speaking 
of the high level of scientific knowledge attained by 
Anaximander in Miletus in the middle of the sixth century 
we intended no guarantee that his ideas had permeated 
society widely and deeply. 

Nevertheless, there is much evidence in support of the 
view that the Ionian renaissance was in a very real sense 
a popular movement of enlightenment. Thus in a medical 
treatise on The Nature of Man, which dates from the second 
half of the fifih century,^ we have evidence of a wid^ interest 
in the science of the day. The writer opens with the remark: 
“He who is in the habit of listening to speak^ 'who discuss 
the nature of man in a way that goes beyond its connexion 
with the sdence of medicine will find nodiing to interest 
him in the present account.” Ihen, after a lew add com- 
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incnts on the random speculations of philosophers who 
discuss human nature without a study of medicine, the 
writer observes that the fact that they contradict one another 
is proof that their approach is at faiilt, and proceeds: “One 
can easily convince himself of this by attending their 
debates. Though the same debaters appear again and again 
before tie same audiences, no one ever wins three times 
in succession. Now one is victorious now another, the 
popular favour going to the talker who displays the readiest 
eloquence before the crowd.” 

The evidence for a wide popular interest in the most 
advanced physical speculations of the day seems conclusive. 
And this Hornes foe more impressive if it is remembered 
that foe philosophical opinions attacked by foe Ionian medi- 
cal writer are those of foe poet-philosopher, Empedocles 
of Acragas in Sicily. Empedocles was probably still alive 
when foe treatise from which we have been quoting was 
written. It is. startling testimony to foe permeation of foe 
Greek world of foe fifth century by philosophic and scien- 
tific ideas that foe views of a Sidliau poet should be foe 
rage with popular audiences in the lecture halls of Asia 
Mino r, and should provoke an acrid discussion by an 
Asiatic doctor. 

Further evidence of foe impact of foe scientific thought 
of foe day on society in general is provided if we turn 
to foe mainlan d of Greece. Before the vast audiences in foe 
theatre of Dionysus at Athens foe choruses were already 
rbanring lyrics in which Emipides was introducitig to his 
somewhat backward feUow-citizcns foe views of foe Ionian 
thinkers which he had learned from Anaxagoras, their 
represaitative in Athens. And already, before Empedodw, 
two philosophic poets of considerable powers had appeared, 
one in Asia Minor, one in Italy. These were Xenophanes 
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and Parmenides. And their choice of verse for a mediom 
is sure proof that they intended their utterances to reach 
a -wide audience. Xenophanes, we know, gave public reci- 
tations of his poetry, and in his old age he could boast that 
his thought had already been sixty-five years in circulatioa 
throughout the world of Greece. What was the specific 
quality of this new and exciting knowledge? 

Among the fragments of verse by Xaiophanes that 
have come down tcpus are two lines in which he says that 
“the Gods have not revealed everything to men firom die 
beginning, but men by searching in time find out better.” 
This is in the true spirit of the age. But as men became 
conscious of knowledge as a slow accumulation of expe- 
rience acquired by active search they became curious also 
to understand the nature of knowledge and the process by 
which it is acquired. Thus opened the great debate on the 
validity of the information conveyed to us by the senses, 
and on the part played by Reason in the constitution of 
human knowledge. The second poet of whom we have 
spoken, Parmenides, convinced, by many proofi, of the 
feUibility of the senses, was of opinion that Reason alone 
could be relied on, and endeavoured to construct a system 
of philosophy firom which the evidence of the senses should 
be ejected. 

Empedocles, although the' doctors scented danger to their 
science firom the too hasty application of his thoiries, was 
a true scientist as well as a philosopher and a poet; and he 
took a middle course. He was too wise to reject the evideaice 
of the senses. If he did not regard sense evidence as in itsdf 
science, he knew tibat it was the material of science; and 
he knew that it was by reflection on the evidence of the 
senses that advance in physical knowledge is made. He 
himself was responsible for one of the major advances in 
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early science, namely the experimental demonstration of 
the corporeal nature of the invisible air. Accordingly it is 
not surprising that one of the best passages in his poem 
(of which considerable fragments survive) is that in which, 
admitting the shortness of human life, the narrow limits 
of human knowledge, and the treachery of the senses, he 
exhorts men to make every use of sense evidence, as being 
the only source of information they possess. Then, having 
cleared the ground by this discussion of the theory of know- 
ledge, he proceeds to sii^ his poem “On the Nature of 
Things ,” in the course of vdiich he expounds a system which 
still influences popular language in the present day — the 
theory that all things are made up of the four elements. 
Earth, Air, Fire, andWater, attracted towards one another c«r 
repelled from one another by the forces of Love and Hate 
In this new and passionate interest in Nature, in Physis, 
which manifested itsdf in debates in the lecture hall, in 
the tragic performances at Athens, in didactic poems publicly 
recited, we wimess, as is universally agreed by all competent 
authorities, a revolution of thought. These new ideas were 
not bom in vacuo. They did not find men’s minds empty 
of previous views and ready to accept the new outlook 
on the universe without question. On Ae contrary the new 
views could only make their way if they could succeed in 
driving out another view of things. The new view talked 
of such things as Earth, Fire, Air, and Water, and forces 
ofiove and Hate, and, what was still more original, offered 
no authority in support of such views other than the argu- 
ments of their originator or supporter, and no inducement 
to believe them other than a passion for trath. The older 
view had peopled the world with gods and demi-^ods and 
supernatural beings of various sorts; offered in suppon, cf 
a bdief in their existence not arguments but tradition; and 
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held out, as an inducement to belief the favour which a 
satisfied god, demi-god, or other spirit could show a mortal 
with whom It was pleased, or the injury It could do if It 
were vexed. Further, the older view was knit into the fabric 
of society and the constitution of the State, for which in 
a multitude of ways it constituted a sanction and support. 
The new views had to encounter, therefore, not only, nor 
even mainly, intellectual opposition. They encountered the 
dead weight of tradition, the uneasy disapproval of society, 
the covert and powerful hostility of vested interest That 
it was such forces as these that availed to strangle physical 
speculation so shordy after its birth wiU be argued in later 
chapters. But first we ask leave to exhibit by foe contrast 
between Empedodcs and Prudentius, as we sought to do 
before by the contrast between Anaximander and Cosmas 
Indicopleustes, what precisely we mean by the strangling 
of physical speculation, the elimination from the mental 
make-up of an s/gc of a concern for a knowledge of The 
Nature pf Things. 

Prudentius is a figure of extraordinary interest. Bom, 
probably in Spain, in foe middle of foe fourth century of 
our era, he had a distinguished public career as lawyer, 
judge, and governor. But having scaled the ladder of public 
ambition in foe service of foe Emperor lie came, at foe 
he:^ht of his career, to transfer his all^iance to Christ and 
to regard all his successful service of foe EmperGr as so 
much waste of time. 

“Quidvis utile tanti spatio temporis egimus ?” 

(“Did I do anything useful in all foat timci”) 

he asks in an admirable poem in whi<fo firom his new 
Christian standpoint he looks bad: upon his official achieve- 
ment. It was Christianity that made Pmdmtius a poet. His 
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life as act active administrator had been reaidered to Caesar, 
iiOw in his grey hairs he could rend e r to Go 4 only the 
offering of song. But what an oBfenng! It can rarely have 
heen given to any man to attain to such. distinction in two 
spheres, ^^ho else commenced poet so late and reached to 
such heights ? 

“Quid generosa potest anima, 

Lucis ct aetheris indigena. 

Solvere dignius obsequium, 

Quam data mtmeta si rednat 
Artificem modnlata suum?”^ 

Hytm III, 31-35- 

His poetic achievement falls into two great divisions, the 
hymns and the didactic poems. In the hymns it is as if the 
parched sod of the pagan classical tradition had been fer- 
tilized by innumerable rills from the new spring of hope 
in the Gospel and had blossomed in a thousand flowers as 
in his own vision of heaven, where “the ground was purple 
with sweet-smelling roses and poured fordi in profusicHi 
marigolds, drooping violets, and slim crocuses”: 

“Illic purpurcis tecta rosariis 
omnis firaglat humus caltaque pinguia 
ct modes violas et tenues crocos 
fundit fonticolis uda fugadbus.” 

Hytm V, 113-116. 

For Prudentius the oracles of Zioa had taken the place of 
Delphi and the Sibylline books, and, in succession to the 
mydhology of Greece which time had rendered stale if not 
incredible, the story of Israel o&red a feir field Jfor Faith 
and poetry, whikj the mild iiyunctions of the Sermon on the 
Mount usurped the room of the imperialistic exhortations 
{parcere suhjectis et debellare superbos) of the Roman poet. 
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Who could fail to be charmed at meeting apostoHc counsels 
of charity clothed in the style of the fables of Phaedrus: 

“Est quippe et illud grande virtutis genus: 
operire nudos, indigentcs pascere, 
opem benignam ferre supphcantibas, 
unam paremque sortis humanae vicem 
inter potentes atque egenos dncere.” 

Hymn VII, 211-215, 

(“This too is a great type of virtue, to dofhc the naked, 
feed the hungry, give help to those who ask it, and to regard 
both rich and poor as men.”) 

Or at finding the bidding of Jesus, that one who fasts should 
be kempt and dean, repeated in graceful Sapphics: 

“Addit et, ne quis velit invenusto 
sordidus cultu lacerate fix)ntem, 
sed decus vultus capitisque pexum 
comat honorem: 


'Tergc kionans,’ ait, ‘omne corpus 
neve subducto &dem rubore 
luteus tinguat ccdor aut notetur 
pallor in ore’ ” ? 

^ Hymn VDI, 21-28. 


Nor in the handling of some of the miraculous inddents 
in the Old or New Testament isthere much to disturb one. 
Danid in the lions’ den may provoke a smile: 


“O semper pietas fidesque tuta! 
lambuht indomiti virum leones;” 

Hymn IV, 43, 44. 

Yet who could fail to be indulgent to die pious emphasis 
of that apt alliteration, “the lions licked him” ? And when 
Jacob wrestles with the angd, the image is presented with 
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such moaumental force and simplicity, and the moral sig- 
nificance of the incident is so grandly conveyed, that one 
gladly allows to the poet the praise which he often merits, 
that he touches the sublime: 

“Sub nocte lacob caerula, 
luctator audax angeli, 
eo usque dum lux surgeret, 
sudavit impar proelium.”* 

Hymn 11 , 73-76. 

A CTtnilar felicity and inspiration inform much of the 
great Ninth Hymn in celebration of the miracles of Christ. 
Consider, for instance, the description of the miracle of the 
walking on the water: 

“Ambulat per stagna ponti, summa calcat fluctuum, 
mobilis Hquor profundi pendulam praestat viam 
nec fatisdt un<k sancfis pressa sub vestigiis.” 

49 - 51 - 

(“He walks over the pools of the sea, and treads the tops 
of the waves; the moving waves of the deep afford a floating 
path, and the billow holds beneath the sacred steps.’^ 

One cannot but note the brilKance of the pendulam qnd the 
effect of its juxtaposition with profundi, not to speak of the 
swing and heave of the rhythm. But it is in the last verse 
of this poem that Prudentius aducves one of his most 
remarkable triumphs: 

“Huminum lapsus ct undae, litorum aepidines, 
imber, aestus, nix, pruina, silva ct aurR, nox, dies, 
omnibus te concelebrent saeculorum saeculis.” 

(“Gliding river, splashing shore, rain, sun, snow, frost, 
leaf and breeze, night, day, shall praise Thee for ever and 
ever.”) 
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The Latin language has never been used to better effect. 
The first lime is a miradc of sound, the gliding river and 
the splashing shore each magically rendered and made more 
pleasing in their contrast. When a man lias achieved a line 
like that first, awakening all our senses and sensibilities by 
the alertness of his own, he maty then venture safely on one 
of those bare enumerations of the names of natural tilings 
(which Latin literature afiected before Walt Whitman) in 
the confident hope that it has been transformed into some- 
thing more than an enumeration, that it has boxime a 
ddight in tiie varied aspects of nature shared between reader 
and poet. But how much more than this Prudentius has 
done! First we have association by contrast {imher and 
aestus), as in the opening line. Then, lest even the thought 
pattern should weary us, association by hkoiess {nix, 
pruina). These associations arc given by the mere 
juxtaposition of the words; but the next (silva et aura) 
is expressed formally by the visible link of the con- 
junction, and for a reason. The two form a single idea, 
“the wind in the leaves,” as surely as the two that 
follow {nox, dies), “night, day,” must not be verbally 
linked since in reality they cannot coexist but must 
alternate. (Cf.^ Horace, Odes I, xxiii, 4.) 

But if such be the arts by which Prudentius can blind 
us to much that is infantile in his intelligeiiu%, there are 
times when his total subjection to the miraculous is 
an offence to one who yearns to pay him the hom^e 
of a full respect. When he comes, for instance, to BUjah 
and his fiery chariot, or the adventures of Jonah, he 
allows no quarter to those who cannot share his futh, 
or his credulity. Here is his descripticHi of Jonah in the 
belly of the whale. The matter-of-fact vividness is 
characteristic: 
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“Temis dierum ac noctium processibus 
mansit ferine devoratus gutture, 
errabat illic per latebras viscenim, 
ventris meandros circumibat tordles 
anhelus extis intus aestuantibus.” 

Hymn VII, 121-125. 

(“Full three days and three nights he remained ■within 
after he had been sv/allowed by the monster, wandering 
there through the dark lairs of the flesh, making his winding 
way through the tortuous twists of the belly, panting in 
the sultry heat of the organs ■within.”) 

For .vhen Prudentius believes in a miracle, and if it is a 
Je^wish or a Christian one, he always beheves in it, he has 
no reserves. Thus in his didactic poem. The Birth of Sin, 
■with a brief consideration of which we shall conclude our 
analysis of the poet, he refers to the turning of Lot’s wife 
into a pillar of salt and describes the miracle in the following 
terms: 

“Traxerat E^wa ■sirum dirae ad consortia culpae, 
haec peccans sibi sola petit: soHdata metaUo 
diciguit fragili saxumgue liquabde facta 
stat mulier, sicut steterat prius, omnia servans, 
caute s%illati longum salis efSgiata, 
et decus et cultum frontemque oculosque co- 
mamque 

et flexam in tergum faciem paulumque relata 
menta retro, antiquae monumenta rigentia noxae. 
Hquitur ilia quide& salsis sudoribus uda, 
sed nulla ex fluido plenae dispendia formae 
sendt ddiquio, quantumque armenta saporum 
attentuant saxum, tantum lambendbus umor 
sufficit attritamque cutem per damna reformat. 
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hoc meruit titulo peccatrix femina sisti 
infirmum fluidumque animum per lubrica solvens 
comilia et fragilis iussa ad cadesda.” 

Hamartigenia, 741 fF. 

(“Eve had involved her lord in her fault; Lot’s wife 
wrought only her own destruction. Solidified into a fragile 
substance, she stiffened, yea, transformed to melting stone 
the woman stood, as she had stood before, moulded into a 
tall column of statuesque salt, but preserving every feature, 
the ornament, the dress, the brow, the eyes, the hair, the 
badbvard glance, die turned chin, a motionless memorial 
of her former sin. Trae indeed she drips and runs in salt 
sweat, but from all that liquid flow knows no impairment 
of her perfect form. True, the catde thin the savoury salt 
rock, but, as they lick, fresh moisture is supplied to repair 
the damage to her worn skin. For she deserved to stand 
as a monument of sinful woman, too weak for the com- 
mands of heaven, dissolving in her melting counsels the 
infirm and fluid wilL”) 

So serious is the poet that there can be no doubt it would 
have been a shock to his faith if he had visited the scene 
and not found Lot’s wife listed in the local guide-book 
among the monuments of interest. 

No doubt it is the grossness of such credulity that has 
turned modem readers ande ffom the study of Prudentius 
and deprived them of acquaintance with such pownful and 
interesting passages as those in which he attacks the games, 
the state cults (idololatrix religio), the greed of the wealthy 
landownors, arid the vanity of nnbition. Neither in manner 
nor in matter do these tbi^ fiill bdow the best of Juvenal 
But they cannot d^ain us now. Oiur purpose is to enquire 
how su^ all-roond intdligoice can coexist with such total 
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ignorance of the Nature of Things, and. such hostility to 
the acquisition of this kind of knowie<%e. 

For this is the point to be seized. Prudentius is in general 
neither ignorant nor incurious. Far from it. It is not only that 
he is cultured in the legal or the literary sense. He is capable 
also of such incursion into the theory of numbers as may 
stifficc to establish his view of the doctrine of the Trimty.® 

But when it comes to physics the atittude is changed. 
To borrow any information from Natural Philosophy, 
though it be no more dangerous than an illustration from 
the habits of a member of the animal kingdom, is to be 
sensible of the need for an apology: 

“si Ecet ex ethnids quidquam praesumere, vel si 
de physicds exempli aliquid . . 

Op. cit., 581, 2. 

(“if if be allowed to borrow anything from the heathen, 
or take an illustration from the Natural Philosophers. . . .”) 

It is in the attitude to a knowlet^ of Nature that we 
find the change between Empedocles and Prudentius, 
between the poet of the fifth century before Christ and 
the poet of the fifth century after. The dhan^ is the same 
as that -which we observed in the transition from Anaxi- 
mander to Cosmas Indicopleostcs. In this case it is perhaps 
all the more impressi-ve. For while Cosmas as a thinker is 
quite unable to sustain comparison -with Anaximander, 
Prudentius is at least as great a poet as Empedocles. It is 
the moital clima te that is different, not the individual men. 
Nor should it be thought that the change from Empedocles 
to Prudentius is all loss. Prudentius, the heir of three tradi- 
ticms, those of Israel, Greece, and Rome; the man in whose 
spirit the sentiment of the Gospels had wresded with the 
Roman tradition of government and overthrown it; the 
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Roman lyrist who, on any just estimate, must fonn a third 
with Catullus and Horace; the satirist, who is greater than 
Persius and can- stand comparison with Juvenal; this man 
Prudentius can offer us a richness and complexity of culture 
that make the verses of Empedocles appear rtKle and un- 
couth. And yet, for the lack of a true approach to Nature, 
Prudentius is as certainly a herald of darkness as Empedocles 
is of the dawn. 

For the j^e of Prudentius had lost its way in the world. 
He bdonged to the generation who were learning firom 
St. Augustine and others that the Holy Scriptures, when 
they speak of natural things, are infallible, and that, coub- 
sequendy, when there is contradiction between Nature and 
the Bible we must correct our ideas of Nature in accordance 
with the Bible, not the Bible in accordance widi Nature. 
This view is destructive of all natural science and of all 
history. When it had triumphed every other victory of 
darkness followed in its train. Modem science has only 
revived s^ain in so for as it has step by step contested the 
ground with diis view of the world. 

If it be true, as Dr. George Sarton maintains, that “the 
great intellectual division of mankind is not alot^ geographi- 
cal or racial lines, but between those who understand and 
practice the experimfaital method and those who do not 
understand and do not practice it,” then the division can 
be applied vertically to history as well as hori2ontally to 
the modem world. And from this point of view the three 
great intellectual divisions of European history are the pre- 
Socratic movement in Greek philosophy, duriii^ which the 
possibility of a natural knowledge of the universe was 
glimpsed and the conditions of its attainment defined; the 
long period of two thousand years firom Plato to Galileo, 
in which this knowlec^e was first lost and then slowly 
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recovered; and the modem and contemporary epoch, which 
across that gap of two thousand years is linked with the 
Ionian dawn. Plato was a great intellect; but when he based 
education on mathematics instead of on Natural Philosophy 
he led the world astray. St. Augustine was a mighty spirit; 
but when he taught “Whatever knowledge man has acquired 
outside Holy Writ, if it be harmful it is there condemned; 
if it be wholesome, it is there contained,” he was destroying 
the sign-posts. The next thousand yean did not contain 
a better intellect than that of St. Thomas; but when he 
sai d that we must believe the assertions of the Prophets 
etiatnsi pertineant ad concUisiones scientiarutn (even if they have 
reference to the conclusions of sdence), he was still barring 
the way to human progress. 

Of the disastrous consequences of substituting revelation 
for observation Prudentius is tr^c proof. Despising natural 
knowledge he is full of strange supernatural doctrines con- 
fidently held. He knows that the origin of evil in the world 
is due to a Fallen Spirit. He knows that this Fallen Spirit 
brought about the corruption of mankmd. And he knows 
that it is the corruption of mankind that has brought about 
the corraption of nature. If there are weeds, beasts of prey, 
poisonous plants, and perturbations of the elements such 
as storms, it is because man has sinned. To quote his con- 
clusion of the argument: 

“nec minim , si membra orbis concussa rotantur, 
si vitiis agitata stus mundana laborat 
machina, si terras luis incentiva fatigat: 
cxemplum dat vita hominum, quo cetera pcccent.” 

Op. ciU, 247-250* 

(“It is no wonder if the parts of die wheeling universe 
ate shaken and loosened, if the world machine is vexed by 
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its OW'D defects and threatens to break down, if a wearisome 
pestilence plagues the eardi; it is the life of men that sets 
the example which has corrupted the rest of creation.”) 

How different this wisdom is from Natural Philosophy 
needs no urging. 

Other problems of human destiny are settled with an 
equal confidence in the %ht of the same wisdom. If one 
enquires whether, and in what sense, man is free, this 
question is not answered in the light of a knowledge of 
human nature and its place in Nature as a whole. It is 
answered by the logic of the law-courts appHed to Biblical 
facts: 

“an, cum te dominum cunctis, quaccumque crearat, 
praeficeret mundumque tuis servire iuberet 
imperils, cumque arva, polum, mare, flumma, ventos 
dederet arbitrium de te tibi credere avarus 
nollet ut ind%no libertatemque negaret?” 

Op. ciu, 67P-683. 

(“Or, seeing that He had made you lord of all creation 
and bid the world be obedient to your cor jmands, seeit^ 
that He had surrendered to you the earth, the sky, the sea, 
the streams, the winds, would He have been so niggard 
as to refuse you power over yourself, as unworthy, and 
to deny you liberty t”) 

When this kind of knowledge is confidently held it is 
generally guaranteed by something more than argument. 
Prudentius is predsely informed of the eternal lot after diis 
life of the Blessed and the Damned. For this knowledge 
he makes no apology; it was not borrowed from any pagan 
Natural Philosopher. Let us first accompany him to Hell: 
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“praesdus mde pater Uventia tartara plumbo 
incendit liquido piceasque bitumine fossas 
infemalis aquae fiirvo subfodit Avemo 
et Flegetonteo sub gurgite sanxit edaces 
perpetuis scelerum pocnis inolescere vermes, 
norat enim flam ex proprio vcgetamen inesse 
corporibus nostris animamque ex ore perenni 
fonnatam non posse mori, non posse vicissim 
poUutam vitiis rursum ad convexa reverti 
mersandam penitus puteo ferventis abyssi. 
vermibus et flammis et discruciatibus aevum 
immortale dedit, senio ne poena periret, 
non pereunte anima: carpunt tormenta foventque 
materiem sine fine datam, mors deserit ipsa 
aetemos gemitus et flentes vivere cogit.” 

Op. dt., 824-838. 

(“It was to meet flm need that the Father kindled a 
glowing hell of molten lead, and dug beneath grim Acheron 
trenches of smoking pitch fiar the infernal streams, and 
decreed that under Phlegethon’s pool hungry worms should 
breed as a perpetual punishment for sin. For He, knew that 
Acre was in our bodies, firom His own breath, a principle 
of life, and that souls formed by His immortal mouth could 
not die; nor could they, on the other hand, polluted with 
their sin, return to the sky, but must rather be plunged 
deep in the bottomless burning pit. So to the worms and 
to the ‘flames and to the tortures He gave undying life, that 
the punishing might not grow old and die when the soul 
does not die: dierefbre the torments both vex and restore 
the matter that fails mot for ever; death herself deserts the 
eternal groans and compels the sinners to live and weep.”) 

But if Hell be ugly. Heaven is uglier still; 
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“illic purpureo latus exporrecta cubili 
fioribus aetemis spirantes libat odores 
ambrosiumque bibit rosco da stxamine rorem 
ditibus et longo fumaiitibus intervallo 
fluminaque et totos caeli sitientibus imbres 
inplorata negat digitum insertare palato 
flammarumque apices umenti extiagucre tactu.” 

Op. at., 856-862. 

(“There the soul stretched on its side upon a purple couch 
draws in the odours that breathe from eternal blossoms, 
sips, on its bed of roses, ambrosial dew, and, beholding 
the rich men smoking at a great distance and thirsting for 
rivers and all the rains of heaven, thot^h oft implored 
it still refuses to insert even the tip of its finger within 
the mouth and check the dancing flames with its moist 
touch.”) 

The question of the possibility of the soul stretching its 
arm from Heaven to HeU ought to have been raised by our 
theological poet; for that he takes the possibility literally 
seems proved by the demonstration in supernatural optics 
that follows at once, by which he proves that the eye of 
the soul win certainly be able to see all the way from the 
abode of bliss to the abode of damnation: 

“nec mirere locis longe distantibus inter 
damnatas iustasque animas concurrere visus 
conspicuos meritasque vices per magna notati 
intervalla, polus medio quae dividit orbe. 
errat, quisque animas nostrorum fine oculorum 
aesthnat, involvit vitreo quos ludda palla 
o^ice, quis speculum concreta coagula texunt 
impediuntque vagas obducto umore faiestras. 

Sciepu:e md FoiUicsinthe Ancie$U'Worid 4P 



A THIRD GLANCE AT OUR PROBLEM 

nurrmc apimarum oculis dense vegetamine guttae 
volvuntur teretes aut palphebralibus extra 
horrescunt saeds dJiove umbrante teguntur ? 
lilis viva ades nec pupuk parva sed ignis 
traiector nebulae vasti et pcaietrator operti est.” 

Op. cit., 863-875. 

(“And be not surprised that dear vision can run over the 
great spaces that divide the damned souls from the just, 
and diat the due rewards of each can be observed at such 
an interval as is formed by the whole span of the sky. For 
that man is in error who seeks to judge of souls by the 
limitations of our mortal si^t. Our eyes are wrapped in 
a transparent coat which forms for them a glassy obstade; 
massed cord weaves for them their opde mirror and blocks 
those roving windows with a veil of moisture. But are we 
to suppose that from the eyes of the soul, which are packed 
full with life, round tears can fall, or that they are hedged 
outside with a fringe of lashes on the lids, or obscured by 
shady brows J No, dieirs is the living vision, no small pupil 
but a fire which leaps through mists and penetrates the 
vastest obstadcs.”) 

After these painful evidences of the corruption of intelli- 
gence and character possible in a great man whose mind 
has lost its way in the world, -what consolation is it that 
in the magic of his verse are evidences also of new and 
trembling ^nsitivitics bom of the travail of his bewildered 
spirit? The trumpets of Ac Day of WraA are already 
sounding m his ears and he can thrill us wiA antidpations 
of Ae harmonies of Thomas of Celano: 

“tristes et perdpit aure 
mugitus gravium mundi sub fine tubarum.^’ 

Op. cit., 916, 7. 
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But we long for one touch of the wisdom of which Walt 
Whitman said that “There is something in the float of the 
sight of things that provokes it out of the soifl/* 


^ The magic of this verse vanishes in translatiotL Ihc litoraii EnglMx 
equivalent is : Cm the mhk soul, mtwe to light and aiu p^y my worihkr 
serpue thm if it sing the blessings that have been gipm it, taking it Creaknr 
as its theme? But this gives no sense of the quick vital pubc of the ihythm, 
and the combiiution of simplicity' and appropriateness in the choke 
of words. 

® The literal translation of this verse is : Beneath the purple night Jacob, 
the hold wrestkr with the angeU sweated in tmetpui combat epen until l^ht 
should rise. But it is quite untranslatable. The resources of the Latin 
lar^uagc are exploited by a master. There is not a better verse in Catullus 
or Horace. With its monumental force is combined a pctfecd<m o( vowd 
and consonant music which m ake of it a n^irade of sound. The position 
of the name lacoh between nocte and caenda^ setting the hero of the 
peture against his background of sky; and the employment of allitera- 
tion to point the meaning {audax mgeli), arc further examples of the 
art of Prudentius. 

® uttus enim princeps numeri est nec dinumcrari 

tantum unus potis est, sic cum pater ac deus alter 
non sit, item Christus non sit genitore secundus, 
anterior numcro est, cui iSlius unicus uni est. 
illc deus meritoque deus, quia primus ct unus, 
in virtute sua ptimus, turn primus in illo, 
quern genuit; quid enim generatio simplex? 

HamarHgenia^ 36-44. 

I am not competent to say whether this is good mathematks; but at 
least it serves to make dear that the theologian in Prudentius did not 
see any necessity to quarrel with that abstract and a priori science. 
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CHAPTER jPIVE 

PAGAN AND CHRISTIAN 
SUPERSTITION 

An interlude, in which it is shown that Pagans, as well as 
Christians, if they despised the knowledge of the Nature of 
Things, became defenceless against superstition. 


Hie fact that in the effort to define my pro^blem I have 
chosen to contrast two pagan writers, distinguished for their 
rationalism, with two Christian writers who were notably 
superstitious, may lay me open to the imputation of re- 
garding superstition as a Christian monopoly. This mis- 
understanding is the more likely since the contrast between 
Greek rationalism and Christian superstition has been a 
commonplace of rationalist writen. 

In a well-known letter of Shelley’s (to John Gisborne, 
November i6, 1819) we read: 

“I envy you the first reading of Theocritus. Were not 
the Greeks a glorious people ? What is there, as Job says 
of the Leviathan, tike unto them? If the army of Nicias 
had not been defeated under the walk of Syracuse; if the 
Athenians had, acquiring Sidly, held the balance between 
Rome and Carthage, sent garrisons to the Greek colonies 
in the South of Italy, Rome might have be^ all that its 
intellectual condition entitled it to be, a tributary, not the 
conqueror of Greece; the Macedonian power would never 
have attained to the dictatorship of the civilized States of 
the world. Who knows whether, under the steady pro- 




PAGAN AND CHBISTIAN SUPERSTITION 

gress which philoso|^y and social institutions would have 
made (for, in the age to which I refer, their progress 
was both rapid and secure), among a people of the 
most perfect physical organization, whether the Christian 
religion would have arisen, or the barbarians have over- 
whelmed the wrecks of civilization which had survived 
the conquest and the tyranny of the Romans? What 
then should we have been? As it is, all of us who arc 
word> anything spend our manhood in unlearning the 
follies, or expiating the mistakes, of our youth. We arc 
stuffed full of prejudices; and our natural' passions are so 
managed, that if we restrain them we grow intolerant and 
precise, because we restrain them not according to reason, 
but according to error; and if we do not restrain them we 
do all sorts of mischief to ourselves and olhen. Our imagina- 
tion and our understanding are alike subject to rules the 
most absurd. So much for Theocritus aiid the Greeks.” 

This, whidi we may call the cighteenlh-century view 
of the matter, for it was thence that Shdley derived it, is 
certainly not true. The Christians were not more super- 
stitious than their contemporaries, and they were much 
more alive. Contempt for the superstition of their pagan 
contemporaries is a commonplace in the writings of the 
early Christians, and they were entitled to it. The Christian 
writers of the second, third, and fourth centuries are on the 
whole superior to their pagan contemporaries in vitality, 
humanity, and sense. When the Emperor Julian restored 
p^anism for a brief spell he was restoring an amalgam 
of superstitions which, i£ they had prevailed, would have 
made tae Dark Ages darker than they w«e. We shall have 
more to say on this head later; but as it is essential to obviate 
the possibility of misunderstanding on this point at diis 

53 



PAGAN AND CHRISTIAN SUPERSTITION 

Stage of our argument, we shall devote this short' cliapter 
to a consideration of what educated Platonic circles in die 
Christian era were capable of in the matter of superstidon, 
without any help from the Chrisdans. 

In an earher chapter we drew upon the Eighth Book of 
Plutarch’s Dinner-table Discussions. Then we were concerned 
with the Second Topic raised, namely, what Plato might 
be supposed to have meant by his saying that God is always 
busy with geometry. We shall now turn to the First Topic, 
and shall not, I think, find it less informing. 

The dinner at which the Pint Topic was discussed was 
hdd on the anniversary of Plato’s birth. It was not unnatural, 
then, that there should be some preliminary conversation 
on remarkable coincidences in the dates of the births and 
deaths of famous persons. Diogenianus was of opuiion diat 
accident had approximated very dosely to intelligent design 
in arranging that the birthday of Socrates, the older firiend 
and teacher, of Plato, should fall on die sixth of February, 
while that of the disdple fell on the sevendi. And it was 
noted as remadtable, among othor sumlar coincidences, 
that Alexander the Great and Diogenes the Cynic should 
have died on the same day; and that Pindar should have 
been bom on the festival of the Pythian Apollo and lived 
to write hymns in his honour. 

At this Florus (for the guests were much the same as 
on the occasion of the dheussion on geometry) brought 
up a coinddence that was both more striking in itself and 
more apt to the occasion, to wit, that both Plato, the founder 
of dw Academy, and Cameades, one of its most famous 
supporters, had been bom on the same day as one another, 
which day (as those present could confirm, for they were 
priests and prophets of the god) was also the birthday of 
Apollo. The atmosphere being now prepared, the real topie 
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is introducedi, namely, the possibility of a human being 
having divine parentage. “\^ereforej” continued Fionas, 
‘‘I am of opinion that those who ascribe to Apollo the 
begetting of Plato do no dishonour to the god, for as Apollo 
sent us Asciepius trained by Cheiron to cure our bs^es, 
so he sent us Plato trained by Socrates to cure still greater 
sufierings and diseases.” And therewith he reminded the 
company of the vision that had been sent to Plato’s father 
Aristo in a dream, and the voice that had been heard for- 
bidding him for the space of ten months to have carnal 
knowledge of his wife.‘ 

Tyndares the Lacedaemonian intervened at this point. 
“Then we may apply to Plato the words of the poet, 

of mortal man 

Seems he not son, but truly son of god. 

Yet this point troubles me, whether to engender, no less 
than to be engendered, be not at variance with the incor- 
ruptibility of the deity. For this surely too is a change and 
a passion. Which dojihdess Alexander had in mind when 
he said that he then felt most mortal and corruptible when 
he lay with a woman or when he slept. For sleep is a 
surrendering that comes out of weakness, and there is no 
generation without the passing of what is one’s own into 
another, which is loss. On the other hand I am comforted 
when I find that Plato calls the unbegotten and eternal god 
the father and maker of the universe and of all other created 
things; for his meaning must be that they come into exis- 
tence not by seed, but that god by some odier power 
engenders in matter that vital principle by which it is 
altered and changed. 

The hen bird heeds not the wind’s wanton play, 

But lo, time passes and the bird must lay.® 
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And it would not surprise me if the fact were that a god 
does not engender by close contact like a man, but employs 
some intermediary and by some different sort of touch and 
dalliance prepares the mortal stock and fills it secretly with 
the divine birth. And this is not a myth that I have invented; 
for the Egyptians say that Apis is so begotten by the touch 
of the Moon (a male deity with the Egyptians). Generally 
speaking, Egyptian theology admits the intercourse of male 
gods with mortal women. But they do not admit the con- 
trary, that a mortal man could get a goddess with child. 
For in their view the substance of divine Iteings consists 
of air and spirits and heats and liquidities/’ 

Such was the capacity of the pagan Plutarch and his 
fnends to assess the claims of Egyptian theology. They were 
quite prepared to accept the miraculous conception of 
Plato. It vras certainly not the miraculous side of Christianity 
that could rendd: it inacceptable to Academicians, at least 
by A.D. loo. 


^ ‘‘Within the lifetime of Plato there had already arisen the 
legend mentioned in the funeral discourse delivered by his 
nephew Speusippus, that his mother Periktione had conceived 
him, not from her husband, but from Apollo.” Kautsky. 
Foundations of Cimstianiijy p. 156 , 

^ Two lines from the Oenomaus of Sophocles. Nauck, T. G. F., 
Soph. 436. The reference is to the old fable of the wind-egg. 
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THE 

TWO GREAT ACHffiVEMENTS 
OF PRE-SOCRATIC SCIENCE 

The Atomic Theory and Hippocratic Medicine. The war on 
superstition begins. 

The two great achievements of Ionian science before 
Socrates may be described as the atomic dieory of the 
constitution of matter, with the cosmology based on it, 
and Hippocratic medicine. Leucippus and Democritus, the 
creators of atomism, based their theories on a wide range 
of observation, but could not test the truth of their specu- 
lation! direedy by experiment. Their subject-matter was 
inaccessible to them. The atoms, on which their vdiole 
theory rested, were by definition too small to be die 
objects of sense-experience; sun, moon, and stars were 
inaccessible. There was as yet no’ tdescope, no miaroscope, 
and no science of chemistry. Their atomsm -was dierefore 
very different firom the modepi atomic thetsy^ It was 'a 
speoilation based oh die cdservadon of uncontrolled natural 
phenomena. Ihe modan atomic theory, though it borrowed 
the concepts and language of the old Greek speculation, 
differed fimdamentaUy in being based on data derived firom 
controlled experiments in chemistry. It would not be 
correct, however, to say that the Greeks could not appredate 
the difference between theory based on observation of 
mtural phmomena over whidh thev had no control and 
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theory based on expeiiment. It was just this difference that 
impressed itself on the Hippocratic doctors who had their 
material, namely, the bodies of their patients, under their 
hands. The doctors were fuUy conscious that every treatment 
they applied to a patient had its experimental as well as its 
humanitarian side. And they excluded from the method of 
their science the unverifiablc hypotheses of the physicists. 

It must not be supposed, however, that the ancient 
speculaton on physics were unaware of the necessity of 
relating every condusion as closely as they could to physis, 
or Nature, itself. They never lost sight of the fact that it 
was Nature they were attempting to understand. Heraclitus 
defined wisdom as the understanding of the way in which 
the universe works. The Pythagoreans were put in the way 
of their special theory of the nature of things by experi- 
menting with the mtmcal notes that can be drawn from taut 
strings, and rdating the pitch of these notes to the length of 
the strings, Empedocles demonstrated the corporeal nature 
of air by thrusting a funnel into water with the upper end 
closed and idiowing that the water could not enter until 
the finger was removed and the enclosed air released. When 
Anaxagoras wished to demonstrate that the senses have a 
limit; beyond which their accuracy casonot be trusted; he did 
so by mingling a black liquid drop by drop with a white. 
Objectively a change in colour must accompany the fall 
of each drop, but it is too sUght to be detected by the eye. 
These and similar experiments show that they had taken 
the first step to a real technique of systematic experimental 
investigation, although they id not get very far with it. 

As for the rat^e of observation of natural phenomena 
(as distinct from consdouMy controlled phenomena) on 
which their cohdusions wCsrc based, it is truly impressive. 
Let us adduce in illustration a passage of Lucretius: 
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“Now mark me: since I have taught that things cannot be 
bom jSrom nothing, cannot when begotten be broi^ht back 
to nothing, that you may not haply begin in any shape to 
mistrust my words, because the first beginnings of thing?! 
cannot be seen by the eyes, take moreover this fot of bodies 
which you must yourself admit are in the number of thing?; 
and cannot be seen. First of all the force of (he wind when 
aroused beats on the harbours and whelms huge ships and 

scatters clouds Winds therefore sure enough are unseen 

bodies which sweep the seas, the lands, ay and the douds 
of heaven, tormenting them and catching them up in 
sudden whirls. . . . Then again we perceive the cHfi&rent 
smells of things, yet never see them coming to our nostrils; 
nor do we behold heats nor can we observe cold with the 
eyes nor are we used to see voices. Yet ail these diin^ must 
consist of a bodily nature, since they are able to move the 
senses; for nothing but body can touch and be touched. 
Again dotheshung up on a shore which waves break upon 
become *moist, and then get dry if spread out in the sun. 
Yet it has not been seen in what way the moisture of water 
has sunk into them nor again in what way this has been 
dispelled by heat. The moisture therefore is dispersed into 
small partides which the eyes are quite unable to see. Again 
after the revolution of many suns a ring on the finger is 
thinned on the under side by wearing, the dripping from 
the eaves hollows a stone, the bent ploughshare of iron 
imperceptibly decreases in the fields, and we behold the 
stone-paved streets worn down by the feet of the multitude; 
the brass statues too at the gates shew their r%ht hands to 
be wasted by the touch of the numerous passm by ’tdio 
greet them. These things then we see are lessened, since they 
have been thus worn down; but what bodies depart at any 
given time the nature of vision has jealoudy shut out otff 
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seeing. Lasdy the bodies which time and nature add to 
filings little by little, constraining them to grow in due 
measure, no exertion of the eyesight can behold; and so 
too wherever things grow old by age and decay, and 
when rocks banging over the sea are eaten away by the 
gnawing salt spray, you cannot see what they lose at 
any givai moment. Nature therefore works by unseen 
bodies.”^ 

Such was the method and sutdi were the conclusions of 
the ancient physicists; and such was the knowledge on 
which Cosmas Indicopleustes and Prudentius turned their 
backs. 

It can be no part of our purpose here to expound the 
ancient doctrine of Atomisrm But it is relevant to insist 
fbaf the steps by which this system was evolved, steps marked 
by the names of Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, Pytha- 
goras, Parmenides, Zeno, Melissus, Empedodes, Anaxa- 
goras, Leucippus and Democritus, still form an adimrable 
introdiction to scientific culture, an admirable training in 
rational thought. These names mark an epoch in the history 
of humanity. With them begins a new relation between 
man and his environment which, after loi^ finstration and 
delay, is bearing its finit in a firesh advance of mankind in 
our own day. This period gave to us fist the first time in 
recorded history the picture of man behaving in a fully 
rational way in the fitce of nature, confident that the ways 
of nature were not past findir^ out, awed with the discovery 
of law in nature, ifieed firom the supentition of animism, 
serene in his willing subjection to the law. The speH of this 
new type of man fell upon the poet Etuipedes through his 
friendship with Anax^oras, and he sang of it, in his 
choruses, to the Athenian democracy in accents that can still 
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move us by their pregnant anticipation of what the spirit of 
science can mean for mankind: 

oA^tos* ooTts* Trjah* laropla^ 
iax€ pABriaiv^ ttoXit^ 
ini TrrjfiofTvvas oBIkoi^ 

npa^€i^ opfJLcov, 
dAA’ adavdrov Ka6op<op 
Kocrfiov dyi^po), nf^ re owianf) 

Kol ouev Kol onoy£* 

roL£ roLOVTOis ovBinor^ alcr^pcov 

€pyo)v iJLeXeTqfjLa npoaL^ei."^ 

(“Blessed is the man who has laid hold of the knowledge 
that cpmes from the enquiry into Nature. He stirreth up no 
evil for the citizens nor gives himself to unjust acts, but 
surveys the ageless order of immortal Nature, of what it is 
composed and how and why. In the heart of such as he the 
study of base acts can find no lodging/’) 

That Euripides should liave felt constrained to proclaim 
the political innocence of the scientist is a predous light on 
the temper of his time, Anaxagoras was banished from 
Athens for publicly teaching his sdentific views. 

When we turn from physics to medicine we are struck 
by an equal devotion to the task of observation of pheno- 
mena. Against the passage we have quoted from Lucretius 
may be set the following description of the practice and 
achievement of the Hippocratic doctors: 

“Greek medicine accomplished prodigies in the observa- 
tion and classification of pathological symptoms. All the 
senses were called into service for this task, and that in a 
degree far beyond what h done to-day. The Hippocratic 
doctor observed the face of the sick man, its form, colour, 
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and expression; also the different parts, the eyes, ears, nose, 
and tongue. He took note of the way in which the sick man 
held himself in the bed, and the part of the bed in which he 
lay, whether the top or the bottom; what he was doing with 
his hands, whether they were stOl or agitated as if in pain, as 
if the patient was trying to catch flies or scratch the wall. 
The skin, the nails, the hair were observed, the form and 
colour of the body, the state of strength, the appetite, 
shiverings, tremblings, also the urine, stools, expectorations, 
and blood. An ear was put against the wall of the chest, 
and the doctor heard a kind of gurghng — the rattling of the 
cavities — or again a kind of crepitation like that produced 
by a leather belt: the rubbing of the pleura attacked by a 
dry inflammation. Or else he shook the sick man and heard 
the ripple of the pleural effusion. 

“By means of touch he noted the temperature of the 
patient, his pulse, the resistance to pressure offered by c:ertain 
parts of the body, the situation, aze, shape, consistence, and 
sensitivity of tumours, etc. 

“But smell and taste were also put at the service of the 
examination. ‘With feverish patients the nose furnishes 
many valuable indications, fisr the smells are very different 
from one pother,’ says the Hippocratic work on Predictions. 
And the Greek dcxxor did not shrink even from tasting the 
excreta. 

“What could not be learned in this way was sought to be 
supplied by interrogating the patient: the onset of the 
dis^e, the subjective state of the invalid, his sleep and 
dreams, his hunger and thirst, his pains, his itchings, and 
other complaints. 

“Without exaggeration it can be said that the Greek 
doctor allowed none of the pathological symptoms which 
can be perceived by the aid of the five senses to escape him.’'® 
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But, as has akeady been said, the Greek doctor was 
able to make an advance on the scientific method of the 
physidst. Having his material under his control, he avoided 
hypotheses (in the sense in which Newton used the word 
when he said Hypotheses non Jingo) as much as possible, 
endeavouring always to submit his opinions to the test 
of observation. In the treatise entitled Precepts this point is 
discussed: 

“One must attend in medicine not primarily to plausible 
theories, but to experience combined with reason. For a 
theory is a composite memory of thii^ apprehended by 
sense-perception. For the sense-perception, coming first in 
experience and conveying to the inteUea the things subjected 
to it, is clearly im^ed, and the intellect, receiving these 
thitgs many times, noting the occasion, the time and the 
manner, stores them up in itself and remembers. Now I 
approve of theorizing, if its foundations are laid in events, 
and its conclusions deduced in accordance with phenomena. 

But if it begins, not from a dear impression, but firom a 

plausible fiction, it often induces a grievous and troublesome 
condition. All who follow this method are lost in a bliod 
alley. . . . Condusions which are merdy verbal caimot bear 
finit; only those do which are based on demonstrated ftict. 
For affirmation and talk are deceptive and treacherous. 
Wherefore one must hold ftst to fkte in generalizations 
also, and occupy oneself with fticts persistently, if one is to 
acquire that ready and inftllible habit which we call ‘the 
art of Medicine.’ ” 

This particular passage, bdng kigdy couched in technical 
Epicurean phraseology, must be dated in the third century 
B.c. But dut it represents a tradition already two hundred 
years old in the medical schools is proved by the fifth 
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century treatise On Ancient Medicine. In this treatise a vigorous 
|>rotest is made against the attempt to base the science of 
medicine on the postulates or hypotheses of Empedoclean 
cosmology. The physical philosophers are bidden to keep 
rheiV postulates for dealing with insoluble mysteries, “for 
example, things in the sky or under the ground.” There 
they are in place, '*for there is no test the application of 
which would give confirmation.” But in medicine they are 
not in place, “for medicine has all its material under its 
control.” This careful discussion of the place of hypothesis 
in the investigation of nature is one of the landmarks in the 
history of ancient science, and was not without its efiect 
on modem science, the work OnAncientMedicine being much 
studied and pondered in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and 
eighteenth centuries of our own era. 

If the nature of the material on which they worked 
broi^ht the doctors in Ionia nearer than the physicists to 
the conception of modem science, it is possible also that 
the necessity of frequent and intimate contact with men who, 
owing to their sufferings, were most likely to be a prey to 
supentirious fears prompted them to greater efforts towards 
the rationalizing of the popular outlook. Be that as it may, 
we have no b^er example of the propaganda against 
supentition that characterized this epoch than the Hippo- 
cratic writing called The Sacred Disease: 

“I am about to discuss the disease called Sacred (the 
disease was epilepsy). It is not, in my opinion, any more 
divine or more sacred than other diseases, but has a natural 
cause, and its supposed divine origin is due to men’s 
inexperience, and to their wonder at its peculiar character. 
. . . But if it is to be considered divine just because it is 
wonderful, there will not be one sacred disease but many, 
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for I will show that other diseases are no less wonderful and 
portentous, and yet nobody considers them sacred.” 

The irony of the passage is obvious, but equally obvious 
is its good-mannered suavity. It is as if the progress of 
enlightenment had advanced so that the writer feds that 
the obscurantists are already despised and the ignorant can 
easily be rescued. This at least is the picture of society that 
seems to emerge for us as we continue the perusal of his 
treatise: 

“My own view is that those who first attributed a sacred 
character to this malady were like the magicians, purifiers, 
charlatans, and quacks of our own day, men who claim 
great piety and superior knowledge. Jfeing at a loss, and 
havir^ no treatment which would help, they omcealed and 
sheltered themselves behind superstiticHi, and called this 
malady sacred, in order that their utter hrnorance might not 
be exposed. . . . 

“But perhaps what they profess is not true, the fact being 
that men in need of a livelihood ccmtiive and devise many 
fictions of all sorts, about this disease among odier things, 
putting the blame for each form of the afiection upon a 
particular god. If the patient imitate a goat, if he roar, if 
the convulsion is in his right side, they say that the Mother 
of the Gods is to blame. If he utter a loud and piercing 
cry, they see a resemblance to a horsexmd blame PoseidonI 

“But this disease is in my opinion no more divine than 
any other; it has the same nature as other diseases, and its 
own specific cause. . . . 

“This disease stvled sacred comes firom dhe same oiuses as 
others; firom the things that come to and gc firom the body, 
firom cold, sun, and from the changing restlessness of the 
winds. These things are divine. So dut thete is no need to 
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put the dise^ in a special class and to consider it more 
divine rhan others; diey are all divine and all human. Each 
his a nature and power of its own; none is hopeless or 
incapable of treatment” 

The humanity of this writing is no less remarkable than its 
urifntifir spirit This was the epoch that has bequeathed to 
us the composite image of theHippocratic physician, devoted 
equally to the patient investigation of nature and the patient 
service of humanity; the healer of mind and body, with his 
gospel of hope that the ills of men are not supernatural 
punishments, but natural afflictions which knowledge in 
time may alleviate. They tried not to hold out false hopes. 
“Art is long, life is short,” they repeated, enforcing the 
truth of Xenophanes’ words, “The gods have not revealed 
everything to men from the beginning, but men by search- 
ing in time find out better.” Meantime the search and the 
service were felt to be the salt of life. To one who under- 
stands, knowledge of nature and love of humanity are not 
two thiigs but one. *Hv yap itapQ ^nXavBpotmlri, vupean koI 
{Where the love of mankind is, there is also the 
love of the Art.)* 


^ Lucredus, De Renm Natura, i, 365-328. Tianslatioii by H. A. J. 
Munio. 

* Naudi:, T G. F., BuripiOes, 910. 

* Tnmilated homH. Si^aasc,littiol>ictum i UMidedne, 1932, pp. no £f. 
(En glish edidoti. Mm andMedkine,Tjamiaa‘. George Alim & Unwin Ltd.) 

* Precepts, chap. vL Tiansladons fi»nn the Hippocratic writings ate 
taken, with csccasional alterations, from the veision of W. H. S. Jones in 
the Loeb libiary, Heinemaim. 
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CHAtTim SBVBN 

PROMETHEUS BOUND 

THE CLASH BETWEEN SCIENCE AND 
THE CITY-STATE 

The meaning of the Protncdbeus of Aeschylus. The banishnent 
of Anaxi^oras. The culture of the oligarchy as seen in 
Theognis and Pindar. 


In the Athens of the middle of the fi£& centory the great 
ideals of Philanthropia and Philotechnia, love of mankind and 
love of science in its application to society, were made the 
theme of a nuyor work of art. hi a setpng worthy of soch 
high debate, the theatre of Dionysus itself, the problem of 
accommodating them to the contemporary structure of 
society was discussed. The greit drama of Aeschylus, the 
name of which we have taken as tide for this chapter, imfolds 
how the supreme god Zeus, die symbol of authority in the 
universe and in scxiety, has declared war upon the dtan 
Prometheus for his love of mankind. This love Prometheus 
has mani&sted by stealing from heaven the gifr of fire, and 
teaching men all the arts of lifr. 2^eos sends the god of fire 
tcg;ether with Alight and Violence to pimish Ac philan- 
thropic rebel.® 

•Might (to Hephaestus, god of fire) : 

“To Earth’s frr-distant confines we are come, 

•The tract of Scythia, waste untrod by man. 

And now, Hephaestus, thou must mind the task 
Ordained thefe by die father — to enchain 
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This male&ctor on yon mountain crags 
In indissoluble bands of adamant. 

Tby flower, of the arts, the light of fire, 

He stole and gave to mortals. Such the sin 
For which he must make recompense to heaven. 
And so be taught to accept the tyranny 
Of Zeus, and check his charity to man} 

That Might and Violence should be the appointed instru- 
ments of the will of Zieus is notable; while the claim that it 
is for his philanthropy that Prometheus must be punished 
is stressed again and again throughout the play. And the 
theme that this pbilan^opy is identical with the creation 
of applied science is expand^ to great compass in the central 
speeches of Promethetis (L 436 to 1 . 50<3^, ending in the 
proud boast: 

“Id these fi:w words learn briefly my whole tale: 

Prometheus founded all the arts of man.” 

Furthermore, the peculiar prominence given by Prome- 
theus, in his recital of his achievements, to the invention 
of medicine is an indicatioD of the relevance of the whole 
treatment of the problem to the state of science in Aeschylus’ 
own day: 

“Nay, hear the rest and thou wilt marvdi more, 
what cunning arts and artifices I planned. 

Of all the greatest, if a man fell.Sick, 

There was no remedy, nor shredded herb 
Nor draught to drink nor ointment, and in default 
Of physic their flesh withered, until I 
Revealed the blends of genfle medicines 
Wherewith they arm fliemselves against disease.” 
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No less emfdiadc is the insistence that Prometheus, by 
promoting the welfiure of mankind through the application 
of science, is in the eyes of the symbol of authority a 
male&ctor. He is so called expressly. His foE is the hinge- 
backed lackey of Zeus, Oceanus, symbol of political sub- 
missiveness. (“Save thyself, as thou know’st how,” is 
Prometheus’ Ijitter counsel to him.) His fellow-vktini is 
Typho, the symbol of popular revolt. It would seem, there- 
fore, clear that what Aeschylus has dramatized in the 
Prometheus is the political problem of adjusting contemporary 
institutions to meet the great upheaval of the old ways of 
life represented by the Ionian enlightenment. I acnept the 
conclusions of Professor George Thomson* that the trifogy 
of the Prometheia was the last "work of the poet, and was 
therefore composed between 458 and 456; that the 
Prometheus Bound was the first play of the three; and that in 
the end Aeschylus, who was a moderate democrat, had 
fe>und a reconciliation between the protagonists of the 
drama. But since my own intet{«etation contains, so fiur 
as I can judge, an element of or^inality, I shall Seek to 
justify it by a brief consideration of the historical setting of 
the play. 

It is the merit of Whittaker, in his Priests, Philosophers and 
Prophets,* to have stressed the impcotance the deliberatdy 
constructed dement in the “reveded” religions of Zoroastrir 
anism, Judaism, and Christianity.He would dassify religions, 
according to die degree of their devdopmoit, as Natural, 
More or less tnganized, and Revealed,. the latter belonging 
to the most sdfeoHiscious stage and bdng {HXtperly described 
as constructed. Accepting tins dassificatiem, our purpose 
must be to estimate the constructed dement in the “more 
or less organized”' religion of Athens at this period.' This 
is essential to our enquiry, Aeschylus was concemednot tmly 
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widi personal religion, but with the oi^janissatioa of public 
religion in the State cult His purpose in the Prmetheia, as 
I understand it, was to o£^ to the Athenian public a con- 
ception of Zeus that would not be incompatible with die 
Ionian enlightenment 

In the andent dvilizations of the Near East an ethical 
monotheism, such as the more religious amtmg Ac GJueek 
philosophers also inclined to teach, had been the common 
po^ession of Ae Babylonian and %ypmn ptksAoods at 
least since Ae middle of Ae second millenninm . But this 
monoAeistic religion of Ae ancient priesAoods was an 
esoteric doctrine; Ae mass of Ae people accepted Ae 
polyAeistic rhyAs and no cflfoct was made to cnl^ten 
them. Or raAcr Ae general temper of Aesc ancient societies 
was against such attempts at enlightenment, and suA 
attempts as were made were defeated. Thus, Ae truA about 
Ae rdigious reforms of Akhnaton, early in the fouiteenA 
century B.C., would seem to be, not that he introduced for 
Ae fitrt time Ae conception of monoAeism, but that he 
introduced it to Ae people. IBs effort was abortive. As 
Whittaker puts it; “The priests won in Ae end. The old 
ceremonial was restored, wiA Ae offerings by which it was 
maintaine d; and not cmly did it contiaue aher Ae destruc- 
tion of Ae sim^der wor^p initiated by Ae ‘heretic king, 
but it encroach more and mote mi dvk life, so that 
henceforth Ac fote of ^^ypt was slow decay under its 
bieraidiic petrifotian.’’ 

It was Ae wdybunded opinion of Burnet* that there 
was a period, say Ae KvenA to Ae fifA caiturics, when 
a mnil^ fote dmeatened GreA society. “It lodred as if 
Greek religioh were aboutyto enter <m Ae same stage as 
that already readied by Ae r^^kxns of Ae East; and, but 
for Ae rise of science, it is h^ to see what have 
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diedced this ten<Jency. Hic existence of the scientific schools 
saved Greece.” This pregnant analysis is defective only 
in the important sense that Burnet shows, perhaps, an 
insufficient appreciation of the &ct diat science has lid^ 
chance of uldmate victory over priestly opposition unless 
it should succeed in embodying itself in the political insti- 
tutions of the state. Ihe struggle between science and 
obscurantism is ultimately a political one. Obscurantism 
remained enthroned in the seat of political power in 
Athens and in Greece, and the “salyation” of which 
Burnet speaks was temporary. Byzantinism was not the 
dtimate outcome of a Greece that had been “saved by the 
sdcntific schools.” Anna Comnena did not thumb the Italian 
physicists, wide as her reading was, but the Dialogues of Plato 
and the Rhetoric of Aristode.® And die seeds of Byzantinism 
were already sown, as we shall see, in the fourth century. 

But we must now return to Aeschylus and the Athens 
of the fifth century. Pari passu with the scientific movement 
in Ionia, and not unconnected with it in the case of some 
of die leaders of drought, had developed a tendency to 
purify the traditional polytheism by a movement towards 
ahical monotheism. Xenophanes and Heradeitus are con- 
spicuous examples of this tendency, nor was their youi^er 
contemporary, Aeschylus, untouched by it. In his case the 
particular form the tendency took was to emphasize and 
exalt the importance of Zeus in the Olympian panthecm. 
His genius was bodi theological and dramatic And die 
Ininging into bein^ of the democratic Athens of the fifth 
century, with its novel mstitutions, involved politmo- 
religious questions of great scope and complexity, -with the 
solution of which Aeschylus was preoccupied throt^out 
fab li&. 

In the old days of die oligarchy the religious neecb of the 
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peo{>le were not provided for by the centralized state. 
Rel^cm was in the control of the noble fumilies, and the 
commoners, like the slaves, were admitted to participate in 
the family cults — at discretion. It was precisely this aristo- 
cratic structure of Athenian society in its politico-rdigious 
aspect that prevented the democratic constitution of Solon 
horn (x>ming into efiect. The essential reh>rm of Cleisthenes, 
which effectivdy brought democracy into operatiem, was 
the break up of the old aristocratic organization of religion 
by shatterit^ the old dan system of the phratries, replacing 
it by new units, the demes, organized on a territorial basis, 
and demexxatizing religion by giving every ddzen a share 
in the state cult by virtue of his dtizaiship.* The victory otf 
the democracy reedved concrete expression in the fact that 
republican officials, elected or appointed by lot, took over 
the administration of the state cult, and questions of religious 
policy were henceffirth to be d^ennined by the vote of the 
assembly of the people. The incompleteness of the victory, 
and the tenacity of the nobles, were illustrated by the survival 
of Ae old practice that Ac interpreters of Ae sacral law— a 
vague function, which, like that exercised by Ae augurs in 
Rome, D%ht at critical moments assume dedsiye importance 
— Aould always be members of Ae nobffity. Control of Ac 
state religion, Aerefore, was cme of Ae spoils of office in 
Ae desperate dass-vratfare of antiquity. 

From this brief sketch of Ae relation between religion and 
politics in AAens it Allows tiiat if innovations were 
attempted in Ae tnuhtional bdiefa opposition might be 
expected fiom dAcr, oc both, parties in Ae state. In Ae 
ancient Atirenian Arm of. democracy, as in the modem 
BritiA Variety, Acre wer^ strong survivals of oligarAy. 
Govcmmoit tended to remain effectivdy in the control of 
a limited number of families, and Ae butcher, Ae bakeiv 
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and the candlestick maker, if dbcy pushed themselves into 
positions of prominence and responsibility, were apt to find 
that they were generally considered to have got out df 
their proper place. Under a democratic political exterior the 
oligarchy governed unobstrusively. In oligarchic circles, al- 
thoi^h imhviduals might be genuinely rd^ous or genuinely 
superstitious, die state religion tended to be regarded with 
more or less open cynidsm as a political device for the 
maintenance of some degree of “stability” in the state. 

In such drcles die speculations of Ionian physidsts would 
produce litde oppoSdon in themselves. They might be 
accepted as true or condemned as fdse, but in themselves 
they were not dangerous. The danger began and the opposi- 
tion was aroused when they seemed to be getting a hold upon 
the people and endang;ering the insdtution of the state cult A 
sodety not held together by the bond of justice, expressed 
in an equitable distribution of wealth, cannot afibrd to relax 
any other bond that may serve to hold it together. Of these 
the state cults were both the most elective and the most 
unobtrusive. 

At the same tune, if it were necessary to raise the alarm 
of a threat to religion, the oligarchy was sure of a wide 
support firom %mong the people. This arose pardy firom such 
afi&cdon as the people might &el for their tradidoml insd- 
tudons, and pardy horn the solid advantages whidi the 
democracy ayoyed by virttw of their increased paitidpadon 
in the control of the odts. Certain feasts, Nilsson reminds us, 
were celebrated on a very large scale, the state entertaining 
the dozens, and the sums expended were by no means 
small '*The great festivals were die only .opportunities 
which many of the people had of enjoying roast meat” The 
Dionydac festivals, the Festival of Ktehax, the Panadiemea, 
were such occantuis; and to the material good things were 
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added tlic of music and literature, and the parade 

before the numerous visitors who thronged the dty at these 
times of the glory and the greatness of Athens. “It is no 
wonder,’* Nilsson contdudes, “that the Ath en ian dtiaens 
dung to the religion which gave them so many privileges, 
and that they maintained the state cult and re%ioos tradi- 
tion. When the aigc of enlightenment began to direct its 
^i parr n TTim r wIatifig intdlectual ctitidsm evcu against cults 
and gods, rdigious persecutions began.” But such persecu- 
tions were not, as he impBcs, cxdusivcly the work of the 
democracy. Fot this correction of his view we hope to 
supply proof in the sequd. 

About twenty-five years after the production of the 
Prometheus of Aeschylus we have evident®, in the Clouds of 
the comic poet Aristophanes, that the problem created by 
the new id^ of the Icsiian philosophers had not yet ceased 
to trouble die Adienian public. But it is in between die date 
of these two plays that the most striking factual, as apart ftom 
literary, proof of the depth of the unrest is afforded by the 
circumstance of the eiqndsion of the philosopher Anaxagoras 
ftom Adiens. Anaxagoras vras an ideal embodiment of the 
spidt of Ionian science. A native of Clazomdiae, and a man 
of propaty and position, he was entided, had he cared for 
it, to look forward to a political career in his own country. 
But, we are told, he surrendered both property and politics 
(in the narrow sense) lest they should intetfore ■with his 
quest for a knowledge of the nature of thin^ He setded in 
Athens, where he h^ the cxiimtenance of Petides and the 
fiioidship of Euripides; but there he found, as we have 
pointed out in our hitroduction that Haedtdi also found, 
that to be an uncompromising public champion of the 
conclusions of science is to be a politician, in the widest and 
noblest sense. In Athens he came to exercise great influence 
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not only owing to his attainments in astronomy and mathe- 
matics, but still more owing to *‘tbe ascetic dignity of his 
nature, and his superiority to oidiaary weaknesses.” These 
are the words of William Wallace, a true admirer of 
Anax^oras, but not, I think,- a sure guide as to the role of 
the democracy in his impeachs&ent. 

“His obserradons of the celestial bodies,” writes Wallace, 
“led him to form new theories of the universal order, and 
brought him into collision with the popular hiith which 
foimd the ol^ects of its worship in the heavens. The dominant 
polytheism and the ignorance >f the multitude could not 
tolerate such e3q>lanation; and the enemies of Pericles used 
the superstitions of their countrymen as a means of attacking 
the idi^ of that statesman in tl^ person of his hiend.”’' 

There is much that is confused in this. We are told diat 
the oficDce of Anaxagoras was against the popular &ith, 
the dominant polythdsm, and the ignorance of the multi- 
tude. But we are also told thsd die attack was a disguised 
political manoeuvre. Ihese two mcplanatic^ do not fit 
together. And there is another dilScolty. The popular 
worship in die Alhens of the time was not directed in 
any strength .towards the heavenly bodies. When d^ 
Athenians thought of ApoQo, they thought the god 
who presided over the oracle of Delphi, not of the sun. 
Iheir cult of die sun was, at this date, very unimportant 
in &ct there was nodiing in the teaching of Anaxagoras 
on the heavenly bodies or on metecuic {htenon»na cal- 
culated'in its^ to raiss a popular datnour fi>r his im- 
peachmoit And the rq>ort of Plutarch is that at a time 
vhen Pericles was beii^ inditecdy attacked in the posons 
both of the sculptor Iheidias, and of his misttess Astasia, 
dien aim the oracde-monger Diopeidies took oocasicHi to 
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sdr up further feeling against the harassed statesman by 
bringing in a motion before the people, aimed at his fiiend 
Anaxagoras. The impeachment was in vst^e terms. It was 
directed against all those “who do not practice the state 
religion or who give lessons on cdesdal phenomena.” It is 
an incorrect interpretation, in the opinion of the present 
writer, to regard such a motion before the assembly as proof 
of an outbreak of uncontrollable resentment on the part of 
the %norant mob. What it proves is something quite 
difl^ent, namely the existence of a habit of exploitii^ the 
rel%ious prejudices of the people for political ends. 

Those who repeat the phrase that the opposition to 
Ionian science arose firom the ignorance of the masses, and 
who thus imply that Ionian science was welcomed by the 
classes, create a wholly erroneous view of the cultural 
history of this vital period. We have only to look at the 
writings of the spokesmen of the aristocracy- to perceive its 
folsity. These views are generally sought in the remains of 
Theognis and Pindar. We could want no better evidence. 
Theognis makes it abundantly clear that in his opinion 
rehgion has one function, to preserve the aristocratic 
organization of society. He was passionately of the opinion, 
to adopt the phraseology of Plutarch’s fiiend Florus, that 
things ought to be divided up by geometrical propCMtion 
and not by arithmetic; and if God was not going to busy 
Himself with geometry in this way, it is made quite dear 
that, in die opinion of die poet. He was not doing His duty. 
Such a man is the natural enemy of ideas, in so for as ideas 
involve any dbreat to the established; order of things. A 
poet always forceful and sometimes d^ly moving in a 
tender vein of sentiment — the six lines in which he expresses 
his love for his native M^ara are a more exquisite poem 
evoi than Du Bellay’s Heureux qui, comm Ulysse, a fait m 
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beau voy<^e — he shocks by his bitter hatred of any cla» Iwt 
his own and his identification of virtue with ownership of 
land. One might measure the moral process of humanitv 
in the space of two thousand five hundred years by the 
contrast between die attitudes of Ilieognis and Tolstoy to 
the peasantry. 

There is, unhappily, only too much in common between 
the crabbed philosophy of Theognis and dK ideas that 
dominate the oudook of the Theban poet, Pindar. Pindar 
was the almost exact contemporary of Aeschylus, and 
he spent his life in the service of the aristocracy of dw 
Greek world, as Aeschylus did in that of the democracy of 
Athens. The choral lyric was the art form of the Dorian 
aristocracy; the drama was the expression of Athenian 
democracy. The victory odes of Pindar were commissioned 
and paid for by the tyrants or noble fimnlies throt^out 
Greece, and performed at fimedons organized by them. The 
dramas of Aeschylus were submitted, in compedtion with 
works of other poets, td'a public ofiSdal of the demos; 
accepted by him; produced at the expense of die state, and 
at a state fimedon at which the attendance of the whole 
people was expected and encouraged. A performance in the 
theatre of Dionysus was as much an expression of the 
democradc li& of die Athenian people as a meetm^ of the 
Assembly. The performance of a Pindaric ode, the expenses 
of which were bom by the wealthy victor — ^Psaumis of 
Camarina, or Hagesias of Syracuse, or Xenocrates of 
Acn^, or Megades of Athens, or Chrbmius of Aetna, or 
Herodotus of Thebes — ^was a festival of the aristocracy, 
an expression of the enormous twwer still in the hands of the 
landed families of the Greek w<orld. In the victory odes of 
Pindar, therefore, we shall find the refiecticn of the oli- 
garchic view of life. 
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It is not too much to say that this view is wholly 
incompatible with the spirit of the Ionian e nlighte nme nt. 
In the first place die normal assumption is that any aristo- 
cratic fatrttly is of divinc ort^n, being desc e n d ed a few 
generaticBis back (no doubt about the time the foundation 
of the fiunily fortune was laid) firom some god or derm-god 
who engendered with a mortal woman. 

Closely connected with this theory of the divine origin 
of the noble fenulies is the belief in the hereditary character 
of distitgaished virtue of any kind. Our modem scholars 
treat this belief with too much respect, as if Pindar was 
to an opinion on the subject. “The modem theory 
of the Iwreditary transmission of qualities, which in diis 
century is being worked out in so many directions, would 
have found a warm advocate in Pindar. He believed in the 
derivation of excellences, physical and moral, firom the 
ancient heroes, to whom so^ femilies traced their descent; 
and he disdained the doctrine that excellences might be 
acquired.”* So wrote.the late J. B. Bury. Pindar helUved in 
the derivation of excellences, physical and moral, firom the 
ancient heroes, to whom suchfmilies traced their descent. This is 
to rakf! too simple a view. Rjr, as Bury himself pointed out, 
“the doctrine might be perverted by an upholder of 
aristocracies and monarchies in support of his political 
prqudices.” 

Naturally, in this society of semi-divine beiigs, life did 
not proceed on the ordinary hum-drum IcvdL At important 
crises it was guided by onades and sustained by miracles. 
And footgh Pindar, we are asked to bdieve, was a biolo^t 
with an important opinion on , problems which have 
caused some difBcnlty to modem enquirers, he had also 
at command a source of information more reliable and 
much less burdensome than the toilsome research of the 
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poor Hippocratic doctors. Tlds was the Pythian Apollo, 
who, Pindar assures us, “knows the end supreme of all 
things, and all the ways that lead thereto; the number of the 
leaves that the earth putteth forth in the spring; the number 
of the sands that in the sea and the rivers are driven before 
the waves and the rushing winds; that which is to be and 
whence it is to come.” And the veracity of die god was 
equal to his omnisaencc. Apollo, Pindar assures us, “can 
have nothing to do with £ils^ood.” And on these matters 
Pindar was likely to be well informed. His connexiDn with 
the Delphic pri«diood was intimate. He enjoyed, indeed, a 
sort of perpetual endowment secured on the prosperity of 
the ora«^. Pausanias tells us* that the Pythia, the oracular 
priestess of Apollo, bade the Delphians give Pindar an 
equal diare in all the first-fruits they offered to Apollo, and 
that the poet’s posterity continuedi to enjoy die privilege 
long afrer his death. 

Pindar, d^refore, in spite of his scientific tastes, p^fisxed 
sources of infiirmation morS- rapid, secure, and, it noay be 
added, mote rehaUe in die political character of the truth 
supplied, than those available to the Ionian physicists. Not 
unnaturally he deposed them, and did not hedtato to say so. 
“The Natural Philosophets reap an ineffectual harvest from 
their wisdom”^® — an ambiguous phrase from whidh we 
shall spare to squeeze any other meanii^ than his obvious 
antipathy to their views. 

It will not surprise anybody familiar with a complex of 
beliefr such as Pindar’s to find that his certainties embraced 
also the world beyond the grave. He believed in the afi«r- 
life and was informed with a reasonable d^ee pf precision 
on the different lots that therfe awaited die just and the 
ui^ust. His eschatological lessons had also been learned from 
Apollo. “We may be sure,” writes the historian of' die 
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Delphic Oracle, “that Pindar, whom the Oracle bade have 
an equal share of the first-fruits with Apollo hirasdf, was 
but voidng his sentiments when, with almost scriptural 
dearness, he contrasts the future life of the virtuous and the 
wicked. ‘The good, having the sun shinii^ for evermore, 
share among foe honoured gods a life that knoweth no 
tears, where around foe fries of foe Blest foe ocean-breezes 
blow, and there is a blaze of golden flowers.* But ‘foe lawless 
spirits, whose sins committed in this realm of Zeus are 
judged by one that passeth sentence stem and inevitable, are 
punished immediately after death” (O/ywipiW, ii, 57-80I u 
With Pindar, as with Theognis, it should be remembered 
the “good” and the “lawless** ate political rather than 
moral terms. As that excellent editor, Basil Gildersleeve, 
remarked, Pindar’s belief in foe- next world “is of a piece 
with foe aristocratic character of his mind, foe continuation 
of foe proper distinction between Good and Bad, in foe 
Doric sense.” 

“Under every form of government,” says Pindar in his 
second Pythian Ode, “a man of straightforward speech comes 
to foe frtmt, whefoer at the tyrant’s court, or where foe 
turbulent host, or where foe wise, manage foe state.” His 
political terminolc^ is worthy of note. By foe government 
of foe turbulent host he means democracy; by foat of foe 
wise he means oligarchy. Obviously this is a terminology 
in which no democrat could acquiesce, and there is evidence 
foat Aeschylus was not contmt with it It would be out of 
place ha-e to pursue fois enquiry into detaiL But, if we 
accept foe view of foe editor quoted above, that “tne detail 
of Pindar’s odes produces an irresistible effect of opulence,” 
and foat “opulence is wealfo foat makes itself fdt, that sug- 
gests, almost insultii^ly. a ccHitrast, and that-, contrast is 
indigence” — then we must admit diat foe pervading temper 
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of Pindar’s work bean the closest resemblance to the Pride, 
or Hybris, which Aeschylus condemns in all his plays 

'\5C’e can now sum the matter up. Throughout his dramatic 
career, so far as we can judge by me extant plays, Aeschylus 
was concerned always with the one public theme, die enter- 
prise, so fateful for humanity, of securing the constitution of 
the Athenian democracy, the great experiment in govern- 
ment on which the eyes of the whole Greek world were 
turned. In his Persae he had sung the victory ode for the 
triumph of democracy over its Persian foe. In the Seven 
Against Thebes the question of the establishment of a state 
cult is heavy on his mind. The “gods that hold the dty” 
{iToXuraovxpi Bed) dominate the play. 

In the three parts of die trilcgy of the Oresteia, and in the 
Suppliants, the preoccupation is plainly with the survivals 
of the older pre-dty form of society and the new instituttons 
of the city-state itself. The evolution of society is the poet’s 
theme, and it is plain that in the main he is satisfied with 
the form it has taken in the moderate democracy of Athens. 

What then remained for him to do i There was an aspect 
of the problem of democracy not yet discussed, the thorniest 
of all. Every advance of the democracy had been a victory 
for enlight^iment won in the teeth of opposition. It had 
been a bitter struggle to wrest firom the oligarchs a written 
code of law; Draco had yielded, but with what reluctance 
and di-grace! The aristocratic mcaiopoly of the control of 
religion had held up the establishment of democracy for 
die best part of a century afio: Solon fiamed his constitution. 
We may be sure diat the proposal to refo religious ques- 
tions, which had traditiona% been settled by the aristocratic 
head of a clan, to the many-headed populace assembled 
in the Eedesia would be one of those occasions on which, 
in Hndar’s view, Zeus would have been well advised to 
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laiTTtrh a dbundlcrboit. To m a ke democracy feasible the 
people had to be educated; they must be able to scra^ 
a namft on a potsherd, to decide whether or not to banMi 
an aristocrat who threatened to become too powerful. 
“Trample on the empty-headed populace; goad them hard 
a nd let their yoke be heavy— -that is the way to make 
rbffm love their masters”- — such had been the advice of 
Thec^nis. But now they are to gather in the Assembly and 
derid *^ policy. They are to sit in the law courts and admiiister 
justice, and be paid a day’s wage for doii^ so. “The city 
is still the dty, but tbs people are changed,” groaned 
Thet^pis when Megara was dircatened with a similar 
popular revolt. “For die people before knew neither justice 
nor law, but they wrapp^ fheir stiff goat-skins about their 
ribs and stayed outside the dty like deer; and now they 
are good, and the good are humbled. Who could see it and 
livet”“ And, to make matters worse, throug^i the length 
and hreadth of Greece there h^an to appear men like 
Anaxagoras, vdio setded in thdr dries, or men like Prota- 
goras, who traveled from chy to dty, who juPified the 
new order of things, and undermined the views on which 
the old order had rested. We have seen of vdiat offence 
Anaxagoras was guilty- Protagoras, for his part, taught that 
every man, in virtue of his humanity, was possessed of a 
sense of honour and of justice and was therefxe capable of 
fulfilling the role of a dtizen.“ It was a chatter of democratic 
rights. He taught that Man is the measure of all things, or, 
in other words, that he is ficee to alter his insriturions to suit 
himself This strippol the divine-sanction from the status quo. 

What was the attitude of a moderate democrat to be tx> 
such dui^t Aeschylus had been optin^stic that in the 
Athens diat had re-arisdi triumphant after the Persian war 
stability had been reached. But the thing was a compromise. 
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What Athens had got was, after all, a timocracy not a 
democracy; there were injustices enshrined in the con- 
stitodon that were to bring the city to dvil war again 
before the end of the century. And was' the City-State, in 
its religious aspect, any better secured! Was it not, too, a 
compromise, incapable of withstanding the attacks of the 
enlightenment! Apollo was among the gods that held the 
dty; but Aeschylus had already voiced his doubts of the 
trustworthiness of Apollo. And Zeus, the supreme god 
2^eus! Hqw was Aeschylus to reconcile the god of his 
intimate dcvodon with 2ldjs to whom Theognis prayed to 
destroy his class enemies, or the god with the thunderbolt 
to whom Pindar looked to save Greece from democracy! 

In his Prometheia Aeschylus thought out the problem of 
the dty-state again from the point of view of the conflict 
between authority and oilightenment. In die flrst part of 
the trilc^, the Prometheus Bound, which is all that we 
possess, he was concerned to state the problem, not to give 
his soludon. On the one 'dde he gives us the picture of 
Zeus the tyrant; he is the blind, rq>ressive Zeus of the 
oligarcHc reacdonaries, painted without a redeem^ 
feature, as cruel, flilse, and selfish as he is powerfiiL Against 
him he sets on the other hand the ideal figure of the en- 
lightenment, the lover of mankind who comes widi wisdom 
in his gift. But it is dear tha^ he withholds from him his 
full approval. His Prometheus was rash, headstrong, obsti- 
nate, unreasonable. What does this signify, if not that 
refijrm, especially with such dangerous dhes as the hundred- 
headed Typho, 

“Hissing forth terror from his horrid jaws,” 

must learn to observe caudon, to go slovdy, to rcqiect 
authority! What soludon, thai, can ultimately be found, 
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wliRt rccoiiciliatioii between ignorant repression and rasb 
reform? What is possible, except that authority should 
become instructed and humane, and reform wise and 
patient? Some such solution Aeschylus, we know, con- 
trived. With the possible detail of his solution we arc 
not canccmcd. What remains for our enquiry is the 
strikic^ £ict that in the Athens of the middle of the fifth 
century bx. her most profoundly i m a g i n ative p«t should 
have realized with such overwhel m i n g conviction the 
political problem raised by the new laiowle<%c. In essence 
his problem was the* same as that raised by Tolstoy in his 
fiimous essay, What is Religim? '‘It seems to men natural 
thar Government — which justifies its existence on the score 
of its care for the welfare of the people — ^nuxst, to secure 
that wdfiire, wish to use only the means which can never 
do people any harm, and can cmly produce the most fruitful 
results. Government, however, has not only never taken 
upon itsdf this duty, but, on the contrary, has always and 
everywhere maintained with the greatest jealousy any folse, 
effete religion prevalent at the period, and has in cveiry way 
persecuted those who have tried to inform the people of 
the principles of true religion/' But Aeschylus, of course, 
sees the problem in the light of his own convictions and 
in the terms of his own ^y, the brutal ignorance of the 
reaction with its ministers Might and Violence, the eager 
humanity of the enlightenment, and the danger of its 
assodation with the many-hcaded people.^* 

The political significance of the struggle between Zeus and 
the titan Prometheus was a commonplace in classical antiquity. 
Thus Cicero (Laws III, ii, 5) says: Our master Plato has laid it 
down, that those on earth who oppose the magistrates, like those 
i n heaven who oppose the gods, are of the brood oTthe Titans. 
Cf. Plato, Laws III, 701c. 
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^ Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, i~r i. Translatioti by George ThcrascM; 
whose version is used also in the other quotations from this ^lay. 

* See the Introduction to Aeschylus, Prometheus Bomd, by George 
Thomson, Cambridge, 1932, 

* Thomas Whittaker, Ptksts, Philosophers and Prophets, A* and C. 
Black, 1911. 

* Burnet, Early Greek Philosophy, 2nd cd., p. 87. 

® See Anna Comnena, Alexias, L 

* Nilsson, A History of Greek Religion, Oxford, 1925, 

^ WilhamWallacc, Encyclopaedia BriUmnica (9th ei). 

* The Nemean Odes of Pindar, edited by J. B. Bury, Macmillan, 1890, 
p. 38. 

^ Pausanks, ix, 23, 2. 

Tot^ (f>v<noXoyovpras €<frr\ areXrj SpeTrew Kupmp. See 

Donaldson’s Pindar, Fr^ments 123, 124. Also Plato, TheaeL 173D; 
Plato, Rep, 457B; Clem. Alcx.^ Str, 20, 707; Stobacus, Serm, ccxi, p. 711. 

Rev. T. Dempsey, The Detjdik Orade, Its Early History, hfbience 
and Fall, p. 149. 

The passages quoted from Theognis are 847-849 (George Thomson’s 
version), and 53-58. Note Ac dass-nse o£ the word ‘‘good.” 

^ Plato, ProU^oras, chap. 9: *’And Hermes said to Zeus, ’In what 
way shall I distribute the sense of honour and justice among ment Shall 
1 distribute Aem as the arts are dlstributedi For, in Ac distcibiitkm of 
Ae arts, one man who is a doctor k worA many ordinary men, and so 
wiA other crafbmcn. Am I to distribute the sense of justice and honour 
in this way among men, or am I to give it to aB?* *To dU,* said Zeus, 
*dll are to share in thens, OAerwise cities would he imposdhle, that is, if only 
the few shared die''understandmg of Justke and honour, as is the case wiA 
theartsr^ 

As far as dates go, there would not appear to be any dtfiknlty in 
ccHinecting Ae Prometheus wiA the situation in Athens that resulted in 
Ae impeachment and trial of Anaxagoras. The probAk date o£ Ae 
composition of the Prometheia k 458-456. Already in 450, accordh^ 
to ^ dating of Brunot and Midi {Histoire des Sdences Antifdtd: 
p. 1117), An^agore, poursidtH, semble’-tdl, pour ses opinions sdent^ques, 
quitte Athhies, Hk frnd expulsion came, probably, in 432. But thk was 
only a erkk in a struggle between the nature of Ae polis and the claims 
erf* Ac cnligluenment which had been gather^ sttCD^ for gen^^ 

It Aould be remembered that Thales, Anaxhuander, and Pythagoras, 
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as wdl n Scdcm, were b^UatxHs. Unless the minds of these great men 
were so emistmeted their different mental actmdes took place in 
water-tight compartments, fbey must, already*m the sixth centiuy, have 
poncbccd miKi <m the bearing of the new view of the world on the 
qctttkm c£ the CM^;ankation of die dty-state. Aeschylus was handling 
an old dKme. (For the pditkal activities of the Ionian scientists, see 
F* Enriques et G. dc Santillana, Hktoire Je la Pitns& Semtijiq^, I, Les 
lonkns et La Nature Jes Choses^ Paris, 1936, p. 26, note,) Protagoras too 
was a Itgislatm', 


86 



CHAPTER EIGHT 


PLATO AND THE RELIGION OF 
THE CITY-STATE 


Critias and the political view of the origin of religion. Isocrates 
and the political function of religion. Plato’s religious legislation. 
Its incompatibility with Ionian science. 


Plato was bom in die year in wbich Anaxagoras is supposed 
to have died. In the interval which separated the two men 
the attitude of Athens to Ionian science had become m(xe 
clearly defined and the antagonism had deepened. It was 
not only that Socrates had b^un his powerful movement 
of revolt against Ionian materialism; the tcdbnique of 
government through religion was also better understood 
as well as the threat to this technique inherent in the spread 
of Ionian rationalism. 

The political sdfnconsdousness of Athens was a thing of 
very rapid growth. It corresponded to the equally rapid 
growth of Athenian democracy. “In, less than one hunched 
and fifty years Athens passed from the domination of the 
Eupatrids to the full expansion of the democratic r^ime.”^ 
The emancipation of the people, firom the political control 
of the nobles had not been effected without a challenge 
to the religion of the nobility, and this challenge sharpei^ 
in the nobihty the tmderstanding of the political functiem 
of religion. Two familiar texts reveal to undostanding 
They are too important to the aigument to be omitted 
hoe. 
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Wc first consider a fragment from a drama by the 
o}%arch Ctitias, die disciple of Socrates and relative of 
Plato, in which he expounds the theory of the political 
o rigin of r eligi on very commonly held in the eighteenth 
century of our own era. I quote Whittaker’s version {op. cit., 
P- 77) : 

“There was a time when the life of men was unordered 
and brutish and subjected to main force; when there was 
no reward for the good and no pu n is hm ent came to the 
bad. And dien, I think, men appointed laws as chastisers, 
that justice should be ruler and keep wanton insolence in 
bcaidage: and if (me transgressed, he was punished. There- 
after, vden the laws hindered indeed wrongful worb done 
by open violence, but men continued to do them by 
stealth, some shrewd and wise-thoughted man found an 
object of awe for mortals, that there might be some object 
of dread to the wicked-'even if they do or say or think 
anything in secret. Whence he brought in the divinity (to 
0etw), telling them that there is a Deity (<us ton Saiptov), 
vigorous wife imperishable life, hearing and seeing with 
die tnind, with sure thought attending to these things, and 
clothed with a divine nature, who wdl hear all that is said 
among mortals and will have power to see all that is done. 
And if in silaice thou plan a wicked deed, this shall not 
ocape the gods: for in them is careful drought. By this 
discourse he introduced the most wdcome of teachings, 
hiding the truth with a felse story {ifitvStZ KaX&fias r^v 
a^/fittay there, vdierc he could most astound 

die senses of men by saying that the gods dwelt, there he 
platxd them: in the vault of heaven above, whence, he 
knew, are die terrors that descend upon mortals and the 
benefits that hdp dicir toilsome life. There he saw that the 
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lightnings were, and the dire strokes of the ditinder, and 
die star-eyed body of the sky, the fiiir-wrought broidery 
of Time, die wise artist; whence rises the glowing mass of 
the day-star and moist showers are poured down to earth. 
Such lines of fear he set around men, and fiurly constituted 
the Deity by his fiction and in a fitting place, and quelled 
lawlessness with laws. . . . Thus, in my opinion, some c«e 
first persuaded mortals to think that there is a race of 
deities.*' 

As a contribution to the philosophical understanding of 
religion the passage is immature. Critias was wrong in sup- 
posing (if indeed he did suppose; it is not £ur to jud^ 
a man by an isolated firs^ment of a dramatic composition) 
that in disclosiag the political function of religion, he had 
discovered its genesis. But that such a dear and cynical 
analysis of the political function of religion should have 
been made, ind published, at this time is sigiuficanc of 
the preoccupation of statesmen widi such problems. The 
false reli^on is the work of a law-giver, **a dircwd and 
wise-thoughted man.” In the opinion of another public 
man of the tiine, the rhetorician and educationist, Isocrates, 
the political fiinction of religion could be as well, <w better, 
disd^ged by a degraded polytheism as by the refined 
invention of an invisible god in the sky; In his amu s ing 
composition Busiris he thus interprets his Athenian 
public the intentions of the religious l^h^btor of the 
Egyptians: 

“The pious practices which he introduced were many 
and various; for he established by law that they should 
reverence and hcHiour animals that are desjosed among us, 
not because he was under any misajpprdietmon as to the 
powMT of these creatures, but for two other reasons. The 

89 



PLATO AND THE RELIGION OF THE CITY-STATE 


fiasl was that he thought it proper to accustom the mob 
to obeying any commands that were given to them by their 
superiors; the second, that he wished to test, by their 
attention to these public observances, the sentiments his 
subjects might entertain on matters more difficult to observe. 
For he thought that man who despised these little obser- 
vances might very well also fed contempt for more impor- 
tant things, while he could rely on those who displayed 
their piety to be equity law-abiding in every other par- 
ticular.” 

The tone is light, but the pass;^ is none the less revealing 
on that account. It is the kind of evidence that most helps 
one who endeavours to recreate the temper of a distant 
society. It assures him that he is not introducing into his 
period a range of ideas wholly foreign to it. That these 
ideas were not foreign to fourth-century Athens a con- 
sideration of Plato will make dear. There are moments 
when one could wish that his treatment were equally 
light-hearted. 

The view has been expressed diat “philosophy is perhaps 
less induenced by outward circumstances than most branches 
of human thought and literature.” This would hardly seem 
to be true of the one who to many is the philosopher par 
exaltence, Plato. In his famous Seventh Epistle he himself 
tdls of the connexion between his own philosophy and 
the politics of the day: 

“The more I thought about the sort of men who were 
active in politics, the more I examined laws and customs, 
and the more I advanced in years, the harder it appeared 
to me to govern correctly, Ibr one thing, nothing could 
be done vinthout feiends and loyal companions, and stidh 
men were not easy to find ready to hand, since our dty 

90 



PLATO AND THE BELIGION OF THE CITY-STATE 


was no longer administered according to the standards and 
practices of our i&thers. Neither could such men be created 
afresh with any frdlity. What is more, the written laws 
and customs were being corrupted at an astounding rate. 
The result was that I, who had been full of eagerness fi)r 
a public career, as I gared upon the whirlpool of public 
life and saw the incessant movement of shifiit^ currents, 
at last became dizzy; and, while I did not cease to conr- 
sider means of improving the atuation and indeed reformr 
ii^ the whole constitution, yee, in r^ard to action I kept 
waiting for favourable moments, and finally saw clearly in 
regard to all States now existing that widhout exception 
their system of government is bad. Their constitutions are 
almost beyond redemption except throt^ some miracu- 
lous plan assisted by good luck. Hence I was forced to the 
conclusion that only the true philosophy can enable us to 
discern in all cases what is good for communities ajod 
individuals: and that accordingly the human race -will not 
see better days until either the stock of those who i%htly 
and genuinely foEow philosophy acquire poHtical power, 
or else the class who have political control be led by some 
dispensation of orovidence to become real philosophers.’' 

Sudi were the outward circumstances that determined that 
the great work of Plato’s first period should be the tm 
books of the Republic and the great work of his old age 
diould be fee twelve books Df fee Laws. The whole 
philosophy of Plato was a pcditical ' philosophy, and fee 
controlliog purpose of his long life, which gathered daxity 
as he proceeded vdfe bis task, was the coumnsetion of a 
system of bdid* and a system o£ educadtHi vfekh, beix^ 
imposed by fete ^rvKoing authority, would guarantee fee 
w^betng of fee State. Preocct^tatum wife fee paUs v«ras 
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as ^rfinitely dbc mainspring of the Platonic movement as 
preoccupation with nature had been the mainsprii^ of the 
Ionian movement 

It is the startling opinion o£ A. E. Taylor that it was the 
heart of Plato’s thought that “there can be no difierence 
in spirit between the laws of public and of private morality.” 
“Whoever holds ” he continues, “that what would be 
‘morally’ reprdhaisible for the individual person may be 
‘politically’ admirable when done by the official represen- 
tatives of the State, has broken with the whole view of the 
reasons for civic loyalty and political subjection charao- 
tcristic of both Plato and Atistode.”* But one would have 
fhniiglif that Plato’s own words put it beyond question that 
the melancholy discovery of the difference in relation to 
Truth between the individual and the State was the key- 
stone of his political philosophy. Let us quote: 

“Troth should be highly valued; if, as we were sa^g, 
a lie is useless to the gods, and useful only as a medicine 
to men, then Ac use of such medicines should be restricted 
to physicians; private individuals have no business wiA 
Acm.” 

“Certainly not.” 

“Then if any one at all is to have the privilege of lying, 
Ae rtders of the State Aoold be the persons; and Aey, in 
their dealings eiAer wi A enemies or wi A Aeir own citkens, 
may be allowed to lie for Ae public good. But nobody 
else Ao^ meddle wiA anydung of Ae kind; and alAot^h 
Ae mien have this privil^, for a private man to lie to 
them in tetum is to be deemed a more heinoos foult )h3" 
for the patietU: or the pupil of a gymnasium not to speak 
truA about his &wn bodily illnesses to the physician or to 
Ae trainer, or for a sailor not to tell Ac captain what is 
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happening about the ship and the rest of the crew, and how 
things are going with himself or his fellow sailOTs.” 

“Most true.” 

“If, then, the ruler catches anybody beside himself lying 
in the State, 

Any of the aafismen, whether he be priest or physidan or 
carpenter 

(Od.XVn, 383), 

he will punish him for introducing a practice which is 
equally subversive and destructive of ship or State.” 

“Most certainly, if our idea of the State is ever carried 
out. 

RepiMic, Hi, 389. 

Now one may like or dislike this, defend or attack it, 
but how can one, in ficc of it, maintain dut Plato’s view 
was that tiiere should be no dif^ence in spirit between the 
laws of public and private morality? Except, indeed, in 
tins sense, that it was Plato’s notitm that the governmental 
“lie” diould be so skilfully adapted to its purpose, and so 
thoroughly inculcated by training, that it should become 
second nature, and that there should be no possibility that 
the subjects should ever in thought or act question the 
truth of the governors. To them it should appear that truth 
reined throt^hout the State. 

Plato’s intention was, of course, that the goAwmmental 
lie should be a medicinal doctrine that should ensure the 
health of the individtal and of society. But why was it 
that he feared the truth? On the titk-p^e of this book I 
have printed the proud words of Epicurus, who carried on 
the tradition of Ionian science. “The study of nature turns 
out a type of man not prone to boasting or words nor 
to the di^lay of that cuhnre so desired by the many, bat 
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Spirited and self-suflBdcnt, basing his pride on his personal 
qualities not on external goods.” This type of man, and 
this type of education, had found favour with the leaders 
of the enhghtenmcnt and of democracy, who had believed 
that it was the common prerogative of all men to be capable 
of understanding and appreciating justice and therefore 
capable of fuH participation in the life of the State. Such, 
for instance, had been the teachii^ of the Sophist Pro- 
tagoras, and such, we shall see, was the Epicurean view. 
Plato was incapable of this belief. He had so little faith 
in h iitnan nature that demoCTacy was to him a mere 
diimera. It was to banish for ever the possibility of 
popular revolts and to establish a class-divided society on 
a secure basis that he soi^ht to call in the aid of the govern- 
mental lie, and so to stamp it upon the soul of the people 
that they should be for ever incapable of questioning its 
truth. ^!^o with any sense of the human tragedy of the 
twenty-three centuries that separate us from Plato can read 
his proposals without a sense of horror i I quote again from 
the R^iMic: 

“How then may we devise one of those needful false- 
hoods of which we lately spoke— just one royal lie which 
may deceive the rulers, if that be possible, and at any rate 
the rest of the dty t” 

“What sort of lie t” 

“Nothing new; only an old Phoenician tale of what has 
often occurred befcMre now in other places, as the poets say, 
and have made the world believe, thougji not in our time, , 
and I do not know whether such a thing could ever happen 
again, or that people could now be made to believe it if 

if ad.” 

“How your wor^ seem to hesitate on your lips!” 
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“You will not wonder at my hesitation when you have 
heard.” 

“Speak and fear not” 

“Well tten I will speak, although I really know not how 
to look you in the face, or in what words to utter the 
audacious fiction, which I propose to cortununicate gradu- 
ally, first to the rulers, then to the soldiers, and la^y to 
the people. They are to be told that their youth was a 
dream, and the education and training which diey received 
from us, an appearance only; in reality during all that time 
they were being formed and fed in the womb of the earth, 
where they themselves and their arms and appurtenances 
were manufitetured; when they were complete, the earth, 
their mother, sent them up; and so, their country being 
their mother and their nurse, they are bound to advise for 
her good, and to de&nd her t^ainst attacks, and her citizeDs 
diey are to regard as children of earth and their own 
brothers.” 

“You had good reason to be ashamed of the lie you 
were going to telL” 

“True, but there is more coming; I have only told you 
half Citizens, we shall say to them in (Mir tale, you are 
brothers, yet God has fiximed you differaitly. Some of you 
have the power of command, and in the compositicHi of 
these he ^ mingled gold,\vdierefore also they have the 
greatest hmiour; others he has made of silver, to be 
atcdliaties; others again who are to be husbandmen and 
craftsmen he has (^imposed of brass and iron; and the species 
win generally be preserved in die children. But as all are 
of the same original st(xk, a golden parent wiU sometimes 
have a silver son, or a silver paretit a golden son. And God 
proclaims as a first principle to the rulers, land above all 
else, that dme is nothing which they shcniM so anxioody 
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consider, or of which they are to be swh good guardians, 
as of the purity of the race* They should observe what 
elements mii^le in their ofl&pring; for if the son of a golden 
or silver father has an admixture of brass or iron, then 
nature orders a transposition of ranks; and the eye of the 
ruler must not be pitiful towards the child because he has 
to descend in the scale and become a husband m a n or artisan, 
just as there may be sons of artisans who having an admixture 
of gold or silver in them are raised to honour, and become 
guardians or auxiliaries. For an oracle says that when a man 
of brass or iron guardr ihc State, it will be destroyed. Such 
is the tale; is there any possibility of making our citizens 
believe it?” 

“Not in the present generation; there is no way of accom- 
plishing this; but their sons may be made to believe in the 
tale, and their sons* sons, and poisterity after them. 

“I see the diflSculty ; yet the fostering of such a belief will 
make them care more for the dty and for one another. 
Enough, however, of the fiction, which may now fly 
abroad upon the wings of rumour, while we arm our earth- 
born heroes, and lead them forth under the command of 
their rulers. Let them look round and select a spot whence 
they can best suppress insurrection, if any prove refractory 
within, and also defend themselves against enemies, who 
llVft wolves may come down on the fold from without; 
Aerc let Acm encamp, and when Aey have encamped, 
let Acm sacrifice to Ac proper gods and prepare Acir 

dwellings. Republic, iii, 414- 

Before relating Ais passage to our general Aesis Acre 
is one point in it Aat neeA elucidation. An unwary reader 
might suppose Aat Plato envisages a ftee movement of 
inAviduals between Ac various classes, and Aat Aus, 
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•though he believes in the maintenance of a class-<iivided 
State, he supposes that by some fortunate automatism every 
individual -will find his rightful place in it. In fact he was 
much too realistic to admit any such dangerous freedom 
into his ideal of the State. A little later on (par. 434.) he 
expressly excludes the interpretation that any large migra- 
tion from the lower classes to the upper is intended. “Any 
meddlesome interchange between the three classes would 
be most mischievous to the State and could properly be 
described as the height of villainy.” 

To return to the general discussion of the passage. It 
belongs to the same historical context as the passages already 
quoted from Critias and Isocrates. But it is to be taken 
more seriously. Critias and Isocrates say what they suppose 
old lawgivers to have done; Plato announces what he would 
do himself if he could. And it is to be remembered that 
this is Plato now in his fifth decade, die Plato who has 
returned from his travels and begun the organization of 
what was to be his life’s work, the Plato who has just 
opened the Academy. To Plato it comes naturally, and 
leaves no bad taste in his mouth, to use the name of God 
to lend authority to his fiction, to support his fiction by 
oracles, and to enjoin that the victims of the l\e should be 
strict in the performance of their religious dudes. If any 
dozen should mistake the import of the instruedon that 
all the ddzens are brothers and imagine it to conflict with 
the class division of sodety, he must be told that “God has 
framed your difierendy.” If any ruler should be cardLess in 
maintainir^ the class-system, he is to be told that “God 
proclaims it as a first prindple that it should be main- 
•tained, and that there is an orade, etc.’ And. when die dd- 
zens, at the word of command, have run off to selea the 
spot whence they can best suppress insurrecdon, if any 
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prove refractory within, they are to sacrifice to the proper 
Gods. 

Even in antiquity there were people who could not 
breathe this air. Epicurus, who did not Hke Plato, called 
him, with obvious allusion to this famous fiction, The 
Golden Man.” And in our times, summing up his criticism 
of the Republic, J. M. Robertson writes {A Short History 
of Free Thought, 3rd cd., p. 175): “In brilliant per- 
formance Plato objects to the scandalous tales in the 
poets concerning the Gods and the sons of Gods; but he 
docs not object to diem as being untrue. His position is 
fhat they are unedifying. For his own part he proposes 
fhat his ideal rulers frame new myths which shall edify the 
young: in his Utopia it is part of the business of the legis- 
lator to choose the right fictions; and the systematic imposi- 
tion of an edifying body of pious fable on die general 
intellgcnce is part of his scheme for the regeneration of 
society. Honesty is to be built up by fraud, and reason by 
delusion. What die Hebrew Bible-makcn did, Plato pro- 
posed to do.” 

In the Laws, the work of Plato’s extreme old age (com- 
pleted in point of subject-matter though lackii^ revision 
in point of style when he died in his eighty-first year), the 
cfiect produced by this policy of public deception is the 
more painful inasmuch as the verve and brilliance of the 
earlier work, which help to carry off the more paradoxical 
opinions, are lacking, and thdr place has been taken by 
a weariness of spirit and torment of die soul. It contains, 
indeed, early in the fifth book, a solemn tribute to the 
importance of truth. “Truth is the beginning of every good 
thing, both to Gods and men;‘and he vdio would be blessed 
and happy, should be from the first a partaker of the truth, 
that he may live a true man as long as possible, fiir then 
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he can be trusted; but that man is not to be trusted who 
loves voluntary falsehood, and he who loves involuntary 
falsehood is a fool. Neither condidon is enviable; for the 
untrustworthy or the ignorant man has no fidend, and as 
timft goes on his character becomes known, and he lays 
up in store for himself isolation in crabbed age when life 
is on the wane; with the result that, whether his children 
and friends are alive or dead, he is equally solitary.” But 
that Plato did not regard the “pious fiction” as a derogation 
firom the truth the rest of the work makes dear. 

Thus, in the second book, after a severe criticism of the 
popular taste in art, Plato observes that, in the matter of 
cdtics, there is nothing to surprise us in the fkt that only 
the h%hest and most philosophical minds can grasp the 
fundamental truth that Virtue is Happiness. Yet this truth 
must be the basis of our education; for only a State m 
which the inhabitants are utterly and irrevocably impressed 
with the truth of this judgment can hope to be law-abiding 
and happy. “And even if it were not true,” he goes on 
to say, “still no lawgiver, if he ventured on a lie, could 
invent a more useful lie than this, nor one which would 
have better effect in making the dtbens do what is right, 
not imder compulsion but voluntarily.” 

What is distressing in this passage is not simply the 
approval of the lie. It is, rather, the identification of virtue 
with obedience to the law. The purpose of Plato was the 
rr^mpWf absorption of the individual in the dtizen. He 
demands a perfect loyalty fix>m every dtizai to the con- 
stitution; blit since the lots of the dtizens raider the 
constitution are not going to be equally fortunate (and 
everywhere both in the Republic and in the Laws he is 
haunted by the question of intaual revolution) he can only 
secure this unquestionu^ obedience by the imposition of 
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the belief dut the coostitution is the law of God, and that 
obedience to it is synonymous with virtue. From the 
Platonic point of view the Antigone contained the most 
dangerous doctrine, and it was precisely such teaching (and 
not, as scanc have imagined, a debased type of drama that 
has disappeared) which necessitated Plato’s opposition to 
the poets. 

living raised again the question of the useful lie, Plato 
proceeds with one of his most cynical observations. The 
general belief in myths, he points out, is a proof that you 
can make people b^cve anything if you have a mind to. 
Accordingly what the legislator has to do is to reflect what 
belief will be of the greatest public advant^e, and then 
use all his efforts to make die. community utter one and 
the same theme in all their songs and tales and discourses 
all their life long, with a view to impressing it inddibly 
on their minds. Of course Plato meant to benefit the com- 
munity as a whole and individually. But does this intention 
make his policy any die wiser? Incidentally it may be 
observed that one consequence of such a policy, the complete 
suppression of all originalityinart, was envisaged byPlatoand 
received his hearty approval The Egyptians, he triumphandy 
points out, have stereotyped their art. Why cannot we ? 

Plato, while approving the use of the pious fiction, was 
above all things anxious to avoid “the lie in the soul.” But 
whether the habitual employment of the one does not carry 
with it the nemesis of the other is a question that may well 
be raised when we come to ask what, of all the religious 
institutions Plato proposed to establidi in the Laws, he, 
really and sincerely believed himsdf. Others most answer 
this question for themsdves; for myself I avow that I cm 
put no kinder interpretation on the religious legislation of 
the Laws than diis, that Plato sincerely meant to prescribe 
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what would benefit his fellow-men in this world and the 
next, but that by the end of his life the employment of 
the pious fiction had become so much a second-nature with 
him that he himself could not say what, if any, of it he 
believed, or what belief meant as distinct firom a feeling 
that the aedo would be socially uscfiiL 

The religious belicfe and practices recommended in the 
Laws fall into two main categories: first, a reactionary 
reimposition of a mass of traditional cults; second, the 
imposition of a startlingly new and intellectually defimded 
body of theological dogmas. Failure to conform to either 
category of belief is to be punished with imprisonment 
for a first offence, then death. 

Although m his second book Plato had sarcastically 
referred to the general belief in myths as proof that you 
could get the people to believe anything, he does not 
scruple in the fourth book to recommend the maintenance 
of all the traditional beliefs on no better foundation than 
that of ‘^ancient report” (waXot^ Xoyos, iv, 715c). God, 
he says, not man, as Protagoras maintained, is the measure 
of all dungs. For the good man to offer sacrifice to the 
gods, and hold converse with them by means of prayers 
and offerings and every kind of service, is the noblest of 
all things, and also the most conducive to a happy life. First in 
honourarc to be held theOlympian gods, then tlw gods of the 
underworld; then demi-gods, heroes, and privateandancestral 
gods; and lasdy comes the honour of parents living or dead. 

In the tenth book he returns to die subject with violence, 
upbraiding the young atheists of the day, who did not find 
in “ancient report” sufficient foundation for bcBef: 

“Who can be calm whai he is called upon to prove the 
existence of the gods i Who can avoid hating and abhorring 
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the men who are and have been die cause of this argument ? 
I speak of those who will not believe the words which 
they have heard as babes and sucklit^s from their mothers 
and nurses, repeated by them both in jest and earnest like 
charms; who have heard also and seen Aeir parents ofiering 
up sacrifices and prayers — sights and sounds del%htful to 
children — sacrificing, I say, in the most earnest manner on 
behalf of them and of themselves, and with e^er interest 
fallring to the gods and beseechmg them as though they 
were firmly convinced of their existence; who likewise see 
and hear the genuflexions and prostrations which are made 
by HeUencs and barbarians to die rising and setting sun 
and moon, in all the various turns of good and evil fortune, 
not as if Aey thought that there were no gods, but as if 
there could be no doubt of their existence, and no suspicion 
of their non-existence; when men, knowing all these things, 
despise them on no real grounds, as would be admitted 
by aU who have any particle of intelHgence, and when they 
force us to say what we are now saying, how can any one 
in gende terms remonstrate with the like of them, whoi 
he ha* to begin by proving to them the very existence of 
the gods }" 

Laws, X, 887-888. 

Plato himself was obviously not convinced by this torrent 
of angry nonsense; for though it would be natural to 
suppose that the question with which the passage above 
concludes was a mere rhetorical question to which no 
answer was required, Plato at once proceeds, “Yet the 
attempt must be made.” But the astounding thing is that 
when the attempt is made it consists not at all of a' justi- 
fication of the* traditional cults of Olympian deities, gods 
of the underworld, demi-gods, heroes, and private and 
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ancestral gods. These cults are left without a further word 
of justification, but in addition to them there is now intro- 
duced, by an elaborate and dubious argument, a new type 
of god, the astral deities of the East. 

Plato couples bis demonstration of the divinity of the 
heavenly bodies with an examination of the materialist 
philosophy of Ionia, and a statement of his own position- in 
face of it, which is among the most interesting and impor- 
tant passages in his writings. A full examination of it would 
only be in place here if our intention were to proceed to 
a similarly full examination of the physical theories of 
Epicurus and Lucretius. But its importance for the purpose 
of our study is that it reveals to us the fact that in leaving 
the established cults without rational justification, and turn- 
ing to the rational justification of a new type of religion, 
worship of the astral deities, Plato’s action is determined 
by the necessity to find an answer to the “atheism” of the 
Ionian philosophers. Here, as elsewhere, they are the object 
of attadf. The specific type of atheism found among the 
physical philosophers was either the belief that tiicre arc 
no gods at all, or the belief that they take no interest in 
human affairs. This latter is the belief that later came to 
be accepted as the characteristic view of Epicureanism. It 
could more precisd.y be defined as the dissociation c£ the 
gods from any control of the universe we inhabit; the 
belief that earth, sun, moon, and stars, are purely natural 
bodies whose motions are all to be explained in terms c£ 
natural law. This scientific view Pkto found wholly 
incompatible with the political religion he proposed to 
establish. 

Plato’s argum«it for the divinity of the astral bodies is 
a curiosity. There are, he tells us, ten diffiaent kinds of 
motion in the universe. The first lune, wbith need not be 
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enumerated, are all of external origin, communicated 
motions, capable of passing on their motion to other bodies, 
but always in the last resort dependent on the initial impulse 
received from outside. The tenth kind of motion, which 
differs from all the rest, is that which is capable of moving 
both others and itself. It is an original, spontaneous source 
of motion, the true principle of motion and chaise in all 
that is. 

If this power of self-moving be found in any material 
substance, simple or «compound, whether it be earthy, 
watery, fiery, airy, or a mixtxire of two or more of these, 
we say that the thing is alive; and we call the self-moving 
power in it the life. This life, or self-moving power, is 
the soul. The soul may be defined as a motion that moves 
itself. 

The principle of motion, dhe motion that moves itsdf, 
havii^ been identified as soul, is now made to carry with 
it all the connotations of the Greek word Psyche. To 
enumerate some of them: the motion that moves itself, the 
source of all life in the universe, is identical with wishes, 
reasonings, opinions true and false, attention, deliberation, 
joy and sorrow, confidence, fear, hatred, love. It is such 
motions as these, then, that control the secondary, derivative 
motions of corporeal substances, such as earth, sun, moon, 
and stars. 

That the soul that moves the world is a good soul, a 
principle of wisdom and virtue, is shown by the regularity 
of the motions it initiates. Above all, the absolute regularity 
of the motions of the sun, moon, planets, and the heaven 
of the fixed stars is proof of the goodness of the souls that 
move them. We may surrender then, says Plato, to the 
physical philosophers the body of the sun and moon, and 
accept in that sense the truth of their assertions that sun 


104 



PLATO AND THE RELIGION OF THE CITY-STATE 

and moon are made of fire and earth. Yet though every 
man sees the body of the sun, no man sees its soul. But it 
is the soul of the sun, the principle of motion in it, that is 
the sun-god, and in this sense the andents have been right 
to worship sun and moon, and we must still continue the 
old wise ways. 

One feels in the movement of the sentences that Plato 
had some feeling of triumph as he came to the end of this 
demonstration. But he had despaired of human nature. He 
therefore did not deceive himself as to the likelihood of 
there still being persons who would both fail to be con- 
vinced of the desirability of worshipping the stars, or who, 
if they accepted these strange gods, might stUl fad to see 
how the successful demonstration of the new theology 
carried with it the necessity of rendering unquestioned 
conformity to the old worship of the Olympian gods, the 
gods of the -under-world, the demi-gods, the heroes, and 
the rest. Plato, therefore, had to provide for them. He 
established a court of inquisition, the Nocturnal Council, to 
deal with heretics, which was to allot five years’ imprison- 
ment for a fint offence, death for a second. Thus the 
advocacy of persecution for opinion made its fiirst entry on 
the European score. But there were already men in Plato’s 
day capable of seeing that verbal logic about “motion that 
moves itself” was no substimte foi a mechanical interpre- 
tation of the movements of the heavenly bodies; that the 
identification of a “motion that moves itselP’ with the life 
principle (psyche) was an empty phrase; that an analysis 
that identifted the motion of die heavenly bodies with the 
motion of a living animal was so superficial as to be beneath 
contempt; that the ascribing to the “motion that moves 
itself’ 5l the rich connotations of the Greek word psyche 
was a gross logical error springing fiiom a total fiulure to 
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imderstand the historical development of language and its 
symbolic function; and that the consequences of all this 
disastrous logic were fatal to the cause of human progress 
through knowledge of nature. 


^ A Croisd; JL^s Mmocraties antiqms^ p. 20. 
^ A. E. Taylor, Platonism, pp. 67, 68. 


Supplementary Note. 

The opinion of Milton on Plato's legislative proposals^ 
is worth quoting. ‘‘Plato, a man of high authority indeed, 
but least of all for his Commonwealth, in the book of his 
Laws, which no City ever yet received, fed his fancie with 
making many edicts to his ayrie Burgomasters, which they 
who otherwise admire him wish had bin rather buried and 
excused in the gemal cups of an Academick night-sitting." 

Areopa^itka. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

THE REVOLT FROM THE 
RELIGION OF THE CITY-STATE 

Why Plato provided for two types of religion, (i) the tradi- 
tional anthropomorphic gods, (2) new astral deities. Aristotle's 
explanation. The attitude to the City-State of Cynks, Stoics, 
and Epicureans. 


As we have seen, m the Laws Plato provides for the estab- 
lishment of two types of re%ion. First, he re-enacts all 
the, traditional cults of the City-State; secondly, he intro- 
duces a new astral reUgion. hi connection with the latter 
he attempts a formal theological proof of his creed and 
thus became the founder of natural theology. Why did he 
wish to establish two types of religion ? Why did the latter 
only receive formal proof? 

In a learned discussion of Plato’s religious legislation Dr. 
Friedridi Solmsoi writes: 

“It seems certain that what Plato aims at in this book 
{Laws, x) is a restoration of the gods to their old position 
and dignity. He wishes them to become once again troAtot^t 
or Bed noXtrai as in the old dty state. . . . The difficulty 
whidb is involved in diis attempt and which makes it look 
slightly paradoxical, is that die gods whom he sedb to put 
in the traditional place are no longer Father Zeus or Pallas 
Athaie, who," from their nature, might Well indeed be 
TTohovgoh but a wholly new kind of religious beings, 
namely, astral deities. In the course of a very elaborate 
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demonstration, sun, moon, and the stars come to be de- 
scribed as embodiments of the divine soul and in themselves 
divine. But if this is so and if they are expected to take 
the place previously reserved for the Olympian gods, the 
question remains how these deified heavenly bodies can 
possibly fulfil the political functions of the old gods. . . .” 

“It is dear, I think,” he concludes, “that Plato has used 
some violence in assigning a political task to his new cosmic 
deities.”^ 

Dr. Solmsen has, in part, created his own problem. The 
new astral deities were not intended, as he supposes, to 
ralcp the place previously reserved for the Olympian gods.” 
As we have seen, Plato expressly re-enacts the worship of 
the Olympian gods, along with that of many other tradi- 
tional deities. The question, then, is not Why did Plato 
try to substitute a new type of god for the olds, but Why 
did he wish to establish foe worship of both s 

The answer is that foe two types of rel^on were to suit 
two types of worshippers, on the old Egyptian model. The 
traditional forms of worship were for foe mass of foe 
people; foe educated worshippers were expected to give 
serious intellectual assent only to foe new astral gods. For 
foe people, foe traditional myths; for the governors, foe 
new foeolc^, a rationally justified science of foe divine 
(to Stiov). Pkto does not, of course, say this in so many 
words; it was one of foe more embarrassing parts of his 
task; but this interpretation is necessitated by foe whole 
logic of his thought Nor indeed is it denied by Plato’s 
apologists; it is merely left unsaid. Thus Taylor, giving 
Plato foe aedit for foe invention of Natural Theology, 
says: “Natural theology, then, meant originally a doctrine 
about God which is neither imaginative fiction nor socially 
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useful fiction but science, and such a doctrine was attempted 
for the first time by Plato in the Laws.”* But he omits 
to remind us, indeed in the passages I have previously 
quoted he seems cxpresdy to deny, that Plato also incul- 
cated socially useful fictions. So again when, in discussing 
Plato’s equivocal use of the words gods and god, Taylor 
tells us that “Plato was personally a monotheist,” those who 
dwell on the significance of the word “personally” will 
have no difficulty in completing the thought — “but poli- 
tically an idolater.” 

That the new astral deities were only intended for the 
governing class is proved by the educational prc^amme 
of the Laws. According to it education has two branches, 
gymnastic for the body, “music” for the soul. In gymnastic 
the practical end of fimess for war must be the regulating 
principle. “Music” comprises readmg, writing, playing the 
lyre, arithmetic, geometry, and some astronomy. The treat- 
ment of education in the Laws is so valuable as a whole 
that one would like to add' one’s voice to those who now 
advocate that it would be well if om: Faculties of Education 
would substitute it, in their curricula, for the altogether 
less comprehensive and less mature discussion in the 
Republic. But valuable as it is, it has its own steiking limi- 
tations. It is not so much a scheme, of studies as, to ine 
a current phrase, of Safe Studies. R>r reading for educational 
purposes, in spite of the abundant literature of Greece, Plato 
can hardly find anything to recommend. It is unnecessary 
here to do more than refer to his quarrel with the poets. 
But the question of prose-writers was equally difficult, fijr 
they all exhibited in g^tealer sxr less d^ee the corruptiig 
influence of Ionia. Plato can dnly recommend as a suitable 
type of literature that on whidi he is at present engaged, 
the Laws. He modestly su^ests that it is ffivindy inspired, 
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and recommends that teachers who cannot conform to this 
type of instruction should be dismissed (Bk. vii, 810-812). 
As regards non-Utcrary subjects, the higher branches of 
mathematia arc not for the general body CTcn of the 
but for the few. Astronomy, in particalar, raises 
special difficulties. Some go so far as to declare it impioiw 
to seek into the nature of the Most H%h God and the 
whole universe, and to meddle with the quest for causes. 
But there is a certain sense in whidi astronomy is an aid 
to religion, and to this extent it should be ttught (vii, 821}. 

Ihc point at issue here is historically of interest, and it 
is also of importance for the understan d ing of our spcoal 
subject. Plato, as we have seen, thought that the motion 
of die heavenly bodies was the effect of soul. Owing to 
the Pythagorean superstitions concemii^ mathematics in 
which he was deeply involved, it seemed to him that t^e 
goodness of the Soul dut moved the heavenly orbs was 
proved by thdr moving in perfect aides at regular speeds. 
In crying disaccord with thk view of the universe was the 
observed behaviour cf the planets, the Vagabond Stars. 
Plato had therefore set it as a problem in the Academy 
to account for the irregularities of the observed movements 
of the planets <m the assumption that, in spite of appearances, 
they were in movii^ in circles at uniform speed. A 
mathematical solution of this problem had recendy been 
poduced by Eudoxus. This seemed to Plato sidb a crushing 
defeat for the Ionian astroncaners that he was prepared to 
risk teadimg astronomy t6 selected stideats up to a point 
that wouW enable them to understand Ac demonstration 
ot Eudoxus (Bk. vin S2i-»22)=“. 

Our view rhat the two types of religion recommended 
by Plato had reference to the dass-diviacai of Ac State is 
Aus bconc out by his educaticmal pre^ramme, in whkh 
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it is dear that only the most promising students, marked 
out for high administrative positions, are to have sufSdent 
education to understand the ^ force of his attack on Ionian 
sdcncc and the full justification for his new^ astral theology. 
The rest will worship in the old traditional way. That this 
was also the view Aristotle took of Plato’s meaning is made 
clear by an unusually candid passage in his own great work 
on theology (Metaphysics, xi (xii), 8, 13, p. I074ii). There 
he speaks about the ancient tradition that the heavenly 
bodies are divine, and says that this should be received. 
But as for gods in human shape and in the shape of other 
animals, and all sim ilar traditions, these are “myths that 
have been introduced to persuade the multitude, and on 
account of their utility in regard of social custom and the 
pubHc good.” Aristotle had been Plato’s pupil in the 
Academy for twenty years. It is cbnclusive, then, for our 
argument that he takes precisely the same view of the 
function of the popular mvthology recommended in the 
Laws as Isocrates had taken of the animal gods of 
Egypt. 

The candour of Aristode’s admission has been matter 
of surprise. But unless Aristode had a political enemy 
listening to his course of lectures he ran Htde risk. A dis- 
ivowal of belief in the popular myths would hardly be an 
offence in the aristocratic drdcs of the Lyceum behind 
closed doors. Indeed, an understandi n g of the function 
assigned by Aristode to these myths would be an essential 
part of the education of a gendeman. The offence would 
arise only if such secrets of government were uttered in 
die market-place. 

It is precisely this sense of the alienation of the philosophy 
of the Platonic and Aristotelian schools from the interests 
of the humbler folk that is the characteristic of the three 
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schools that next arose in Athens: the Cynics, the Stoics, 
and the Epicureans. 

Of the first it has been said that they “formulated a 
doctrine which especially appealed to those who felt them- 
selves simple and oppressed, and which has been well 
described as ‘the philosophy of the profetariat of the Greek 
world.’ And this certdnly seems a fair enough comment, 
upon the views of the Cynic Diogenes of Sinope, who 
took to the staff and the wallet, the symbols of the warn 
dering beggar’s life; who threw away his cup, when he 
saw a child drinking with his hand from the brook, with 
the remark, “That boy has taught me a lesson”; who, when 
he saw at Megara sheep protected by leather jackets while 
children went bare, said, “It is better to be a Megarian’s 
ram than his son”; and who, when asked to what city he 
belonged, contemptuously rejected all connexion with the 
civilization of the city-state, by saying that he was a citizen 
of the world- Nor was it only aliens in Greece, like the 
immigrant from Sinope, who belonged to this schooL It 
was from a distinguished femily in Thebes that Crates came 
who, in order tlut he might break with the tradition of 
his class and take to the wallet and staff, fint sold his property 
for two hundred talents and distributed the money among 
hisfiiends. 

But it was not only of the Cynics that it was true to 
write, as Arnold docs,* “they were intensely antipathetic 
to n*n of the type of Mato and Aristotle, whose whole 
life was bound tq> with pride in dieir country, their birth, 
and &eir literary studies.” It was also true, if not to the 
same extent, of the Stoics. Thus it was as a counterblast 
to Plato’s Republic that Zeno, the founder of Stoicism, wrote 
his Republic, in whkh he said that the ideal State must 
embrace the whole world; that its laws must be those which 
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arc prescribed by Nature, not by convention; that it should 
have no images nor temples, as these are unworthy of the 
deity, and no sacrifices, as he cannot be pleased by costly 
gifts; no gymnasia, for its youth must not waste their time 
in idle exercises; and no division of the people into classes, 
for all alike will be wise men. Such was Zeno’s very un- 
Pktonic notion of what the ideal State would be. Sig- 
nificant also is the fact that his disciple Persaeus wrote a 
reply to Plato’s Laws; while the man who was called the 
Second Founder of the School, Cleanthes of Assos, was 
not only a proletarian but proud of it. Criticized by men 
of independent means for his presumption in thmkii^ that 
a labourer could be a philosopher, he defended himself by 
thrusting out a handful of small coin with the remark, 
“Cleanthes could support a second 0eanthes, if he willed; 
but gendemen live on others, and arc yet but sorry 
philosophers.” 

But neither Cynicism nor Stoicism had suffidendy 
analysed the aristocratic philosophies to be able to oflSar 
effective resistance. Cynicism was very largely a negadve 
revolt from civilization innocent of any comprehensive 
philosophy. The Stoics did attempt to ofe an alternative 
to the ideology of the^oligarchkal fiction in the city-states 
of Greece, but it had no foundation in science and could 
not last. Ihe ultimate destiny of Stoicism, like that of 
Christianity later, was to become the mainstay of the type 
of society it had b^;im by attacking. The Stoics were even 
more deeply involved in astral superstition than Plato. It 
is true that, unlike Plato, they never conceived so desperate 
a hope as that the starry gods of the sky could be made 
in any sense mr degree to take upon them the function of 
the old dty gods of the particularistic Greek States. On 
the contrary, they saw in the new astral religion the means 
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of sopcrstdiiig the local cults which fostered hostility 
bctwccii city and city in Gre^, and it was the universality 
of their religion that made it suitable for adoption by the 
world empire of Rome. But, as we shall see later. Stoicism 
proved compatible with a high degree of superstition, and 
the acquiescence of its later exponents in the policy of 
deceiving the multitude fitted it to perform for an empire 
the social function performed by the local gods in the older 
dty-statc. 

The Stoic teachers, nearly all of them non-Greeks, coming 
from Asiatic towns in which Greek and non-Greek had 
mingled for generations and created a common civilization, 
had no patience with the truculent parochialism of Plato 
and Aristotle. ‘‘Plato said that all barbarians were enemies 
by nature; it was proper to wage war upon them, evim 
to the point of ci^kving or extirpating them* Aristotle said 
that ail barbarians were slaves by nature, especially those 
of Asia; they had not the qualities which entitled them 
to be free men, and it was proper to treat them as slaves. ® 
The Stoics endeavoured to rid Athe ni a n philosophy of these 
shamefully narrow conccpticms, q)onsor^ by the Academy 
and the Lyceum, by their appeal to Nature. Life according 
to Natme was to supersede life aoxirding to the particular 
tradirions of each locdsty. 

But what was this biowlcd^ of Nature, the laws of 
which the Stoics were so confident they possessed? It was 
an of Greek and Oriental q^cculation, grandiose 

in its gmcral ccmccption but excluding the very pcxssibility 
of science. Out of the Greek tradidon of philosophy, which 
they did not understand, they selected the obscure wisdom 
of Hcradeitus and amalgamated it with the astral fetaHsm 
of the Chaldeans. ‘‘The fundamental dogma of astrology, 
as die Greeks conceived it, is that of the solidarity of the 
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univenc. The world forms a vast organism of which all 
the parts are united by an incessant interchange of mole- 
cules or effluences. The stars, inexhaustible generators of 
energy, act continuously on the earth and on man — on man 
who is an epitome of the whole of Nature, the microcosm 
of which each clement is in correspondence with some part 
of the starry sky. Such in two words is the theory formu- 
lated by the Stoic disciples of the Chaldeans.”* 

This Stoic brand of astral dieology completed and super- 
seded that advocated by Plato in the Laws. It had many 
advantages. In the first place it was applied to a nobler 
purpose, the promotion of (he brotherhood of mankind, 
incf(>ad of the wcE-being of a class-divided city-state of 
5,040 citizens, the m^c number approved by Plato. In 
the second place it had behind it ^ the prestige of an 
imagined antiquity: the Chaldean priests were supposed 
to have devoted tens of thousands of years to the elaboration 
of its doctrines. And in the third place it was actually more 
imputing intellectually than Plato’s essay. Cumont (op. at.) 
makes for it the claim that Taylor makes for Plato’s system: 
“Astrology was in truth the first scientific theology. The 
logic of Hellenism co-ordinated the Oriental doctrines, 
combined them with the Stoic philosophy and made of 
them a system of incontestable grandeur, an ideal reconstruc- 
tion of the universe, the boldness and power of which inspire 
in ManiHus, when he is not exhaust^ by the difibdties of 
his intractable material, accents both convinced and sublime: 

“Quis caelum postit, nisi cacli munere, nossc 
et reperire deum, nisi qui pars ipse dconim, cst.” 

(“Who could understand the hcAvcn, except by the &voar 
of heaven, or find God, if he had not himsdf some part 
in the divine.”) 
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On the basis of this sort of science of Nature it was hoped 
to renew the civilization of the Graeco-Roman world. 
Cicero reveals to us this ideal in a passage ot the de Finihus 
(chap, xxii, 73) : “The Stoics pay as much honoui to physics 
(ic. their sciciKe of Nature) as they do to logic, for the 
very good reason that the man who is to live in accordance 
with Nature must start from a knowledge of the whole 
universe and its administration. For mdeed nobody can pas 
a true judgment on good' and evil unless he understands 
the whole science of Nature and the manner of life of the 
gods, and unless he knows whether or not the nature of 
man accords with that of the universe. Furthermore, the 
ancienc precepts of the wise men, who admonish us To 
bow to Time, To follow God, To know oneself. To do nothing 
to excess— no one can appreciate the importance of these 
precepts, and they are supremely important, without a 
knowledge of physics- And this is the one science also that 
can infcttm us what the efficacy of nature is in helpuig us 
to practice justice and to be loyal in friendship and the 
other ties that bind men to their fellows. Indeed, even 
devotion to the gods, and the extent of the debt of gratitude 
we owe to ffiem, ate uninteU^jble without instruction in 
the laws of nature.” Such were the exaggerated hopes that 
were based on a “science” which experience has proved Co 
be more fruitful of superstition than of knowledge. 

Stoidsm contributed to man’s understanding of his world 
the conception of the solidarity of the universe. It con- 
tributed to his politkal" advancement a concept that seemed 
to the Stoics to dq)cnd on this, that of the solidarity of the 
human race. Bnt.it couM not long be an instrument of 
progress. Its encouragement erf" divination opened the door 
to a supen^on that debauched the int el l i g en ee of man- 
kind. Its absence of any real scientific insight precluded die 
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possibility of progress in positive knowledge. The inner 
heut of its teaching, that harmony already reigns in the 
universe if one could only perceive it, turns man away 
firom the struggle with Nature. Not the effort to alter 
external circumstances, but the effort to adapt oneself to 
them, is all that it calls forth. Its highest fruit was resig- 
nation, whether exhibited by the emperor or the slave. 


^ “The Background of Plato’s Theology,” TransacHms of fhi 
American Philological Associaiion^ vol. kvil, 1956. 

Op, fit, p. 99. 

Plato’s theological reform of astronomy scored a great 
success. Plutarch tells us {\icias, xxiii) that all obstacles to the 
dissemination of astronomical knowledge were cleared away 
when “Plato subordinated natural laws to the superior authority 
of divine principles.” 

^ Gomperz, Greek Thinkers, ii, p. 148, 

* Roman Stoicism, p. 50. 

® Tarn, Alexander the Great and the Unity of Mankind, p, 4. 

® Cumont, Religions Or ien tales dans k Paganisme Romain, 



CHAPTER TEN 


WHAT EPICURUS DID 

Professor Cornford and the tu'ili^ht of Greek philosophy. Plato 
and the Oracle of Apollo. Epicurus founds the first organized 
movement to combat superstition. 


It is customary with historians of philosophy to class Stoics 
arul Epicureans together as characteristic of the decline of 
Greek philosophy. Thus Professor Comford, in his widely 
read hwk, Brfore and After Socrates, writes: “These later 
philosophies are beyond my province. I mention them 
because I cannot resist the temptation to round off the 
analc^ I drew at an earlier stj^e. In pre-Socratic science 
we saw something of the attitude of wondering childhood; 
and in certain utterances of the Sophists we heard the accent 
of adolescent rebellion against autiority. In Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle Greek philosophy grows to the maturity of 
responsible manhood and the fullness of intellectual power. 
But the extravagance of the intellect seems destined to 
overreach itself as surely as the extravt^f'nce of the myth- 
making imagination. Then nothing remains but the philo- 
sophy of old age, the resignation of a twilight that deepens 
alike over the garden of Pleasure and hermitage of Virtue.” 

This reduction of the great intellectual effort of Greece 
to the same futility as the extravagances of the myth-making 
imagination seems unworthy of Professor Comford’s own 
many splendid services to the cause of reason. Unhappily 
neither this nor the estimate of the rdative importance and 
of the signiScance of Ac various Greek schools is peculiar 
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to liim. It represents an all but universal judgment on the 
history of Greek thought, and one which robs it of its 
inspiration for our Must we accept it as true ? 

For myself, I think not. The pre-Socratic philosophers 
were not children, nor was their world young, nor their 
civilization unsophisticated. They were the heirs of a culture 
already then at least as old as Christianity is now, who 
renewed it by a revoluticmary approach to Nature and were 
conscious of their or%imJity. 

In Ac Sophists it is difficult to catch Ac accents of adoles- 
cent rebellion against auAority. In Protagoras we raAcr 
hear the accents of a man who was profoundly influenced 
by Ac Ionian revolution of Aought, and who realized that 
its acceptance implied a revolutionary change in Greek 
political life. The kemd of his Aought is his realization 
of Ac interpenetratiDn of science and politics, and he Aose to 
make himsdf a vehicle of enlightenment. That in so doing 
he, like Anaxi^oras, got himself into political hot water pre- 
pares us for the next stage m Ac history of Qrcdc Aought. 

Plato does not represent Greek Aoi^ht in Ae maturity 
of responsible manhood and Ae fliUness of intellectual 
power. He was assuredly a man of very great mental 
AAty and riA spiritual gifts; but he is not on Ae same 
high level as Ac great men of Ac fifA century, AesAylus, 
Hippocrates, ThucyAdes. hi Greek philosophy he repre- 
sents a political reaction against Ionian enlightenment, 
m Ae mterest of an ideal of a skve-owning, class-divided, 
chauvinistic city-^tatc whiA was already an anachronism. 
While his Ionian predecessors had dismfected all that Acy 
borrowed from Ae civilizations of Ae Near East of its taint 
of superstition and sacerdotalism, Plato took from Chaldea 
a bAef in Ac Avinity of Ae stars and from Egypt a teA- 
nique of mcmtal repression. He conducted a life-long war 
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against all that was most vital in Greek culture — the poetry 
of Homer, the natural philosophy of Ionia, and die drama 
of Athens. 

It was Plato’s habit to voice these hostilities throt^ the 
“novelized” character of Socrates. How far Plato invented 
the diatacter of Socrates is an insoluble problem. But he 
was no Boswell concerned to paint a meticulously accurate 
historical portrait; whatever historical elements his portrait 
may contain, it is of the painter it gives us reliable evidence, 
not of the subject The Socrates of the Dialqgues is the 
ccmtributicai of Plato to thought not of Socrates. And there 
is that in the portrait which strikes at the roots of philosophy, 
as the looiam conceived it It was the habit of the Ddphic 
priesthood, a centre of oligarchic reaction in the Greek 
world, to issue from time to time a pronouncement on the 
ideal type of man and citizen. It was thus that die peasant 
Myson, and Clearchus of Methydrion, were exalted into 
models frw the imitation of Greece — ^“living symbols,” as 
Nihsem puts it, “of the subordination Apollo required.” 
Socrates, Plato’s Socrates, was such another. He is recom- 
mended to us from the outset as the man whom the oracle 
of Apollo had selected as the wisest man in Greece. This 
guaranteeing of the wisdom of Socrates as sound because 
it had received the divine approval of Apollo through the 
lips erfhis laurdl-chewing priestess is an insult to the thought 
of the preceding two himdred years. It is the negation 
of what was the specific originality of Greek thought, 
namely, that it was an effort of the human intelligence to 
interpret Nature dircedy unaided by revelation. In the last 
rcKirt Plato casts ib back on oracles or “ancient report” 

As for Aristode, his great contribution to mankind was 
made after he left the Academy, and, specifically, after he 
had rejected die toidency of the Academy to sufastitote 
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mathematics for natural philosophy. But he ceumed from 
Platonism the conviction that sdencc is the concern caily 
of a leisured 6lite, and is possible for them only if leisure 
is secured by slavery. He therefore never contemplated the 
dissemination of science among the masses; and his scien- 
tific efibrt is conditioned by the fact diat it is divorced 
from the productive side of life. Its mainspring is curiosity, 
not service. To know was Aristode’s ambidcaa, not to do. 
These limitations are relevant to the question whether 
Aristode represents Greek thou^ at its most mature ami 
responsible level 

TinaUy, when Professor Comford talks of the Stoic school 
as the “hermitage of Virtue” and the Epicurean schocd as 
the “garden of Pleasure,” he promotes the illusicMadiat the 
tiny city-states, for which Pl^ and Aristode stood, were 
the sine (pu non of public-spirited activity on the part of 
the individual; as if the selfish litdc oligardbic city-state of 
the type Plato admired in Sparta, or of the type Aristode 
had scat in Asia, in which “a small aristocracy of Gredt 
citizens ruled over a barbarian peasantry who cultivated 
the land for their masters and had no share in the State’*^ 
— as if this were a nobler ideal than that of the wdl-being 
of the inhabited world as a whole, which had replaced it 
in the politics of Macedon and the philosophies c£ dbe PcHdh 
and the Garden. 

But if Zeno and Epicurus are jusdy to be ccmqtated whh 
one another in their fieedom from the narrow hcmzoQs 
of the dty-nate, the putting of their phik>so{jiies otherwise 
on an equal footing (and indeed it is name usual to india: 
the bala^ in fiwour of Zeno) is hardly jmt^^ and seems 
a migeading of the history of Greek tjmtglif— natural 
enotgK of course, in those who think Plato was the crown 
c£\l 
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This is obrioas, from dw ootsct, in the relation in which 
they stood to their ptedectssors in Greek philosophy. Zeno 
raised the banner of Hcrackdtus, Epicurus that of—I 
not say Democritus, for he found much to criticize in him, 
but of — This divergence of choice in itself puts 
an immeasurable gulf between die two systems; yet I find 
it generally r^ankd, in histories of philosophy, as of no 
Each of the new tfamkers is charged with 
having graM)cd somewhat carelessly firom the heritage of 
the past vdtkhcver physical theory he thought would best 
jCTve as a friundanon for his ethical system. Now both 
systems had, as part of their common revolt from Platoni^, 
the ideal of scrvii^ humanity as a whole and of constructii^ 
for dK service of humanity a philosophy based on Nature. 
It becomes, dwreforc, of the utmost significance to con- 
sider the validity of die natural knowledge on which they 
respectively bas^ their systems. 

It is an assuted condosion of modem scholarship that 
philoic^iiy represents not a random movement but 
an cttdedy devebpment. It set befiwe itself a probl^ 
namely, the givii^ of a rational account of the consntuticai 
of the tmiverse. It arrived at the triumphant solution of 
this proMem'wilh the daboratiem of the atomic system of 
Ecooppus Democritus. The system of Hcradeitus, 
however important, was but one of many stepping-stones 
on the way to this safe landing place. It follows that any 
li tf w school that j»o£csscs to bic itsdf cm die physical 
theories of Heradeitas, ipso facto also dedares ttsdf ignorant 
or iocompetent in the domain of Greek natural philosophy; 
and this without douht the Stoics vrac.* Epicurm s choke 
of ^omism as the physical basis of his system is equally 
proof of his competence in this matter. His choice was 
not a random one but the best that could be made by 
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one conversant with the whole previous history of Greet 
thought. 

The specific task of Epicurus was to resume the full 
tradition of Ionian natural philosophy both as pure science 
and as a solvent of superstition, with the consciousness 
derived fi:om the career of Anaxagoras and the Sophists 
th at this task carried implications that were social and 
pohdcal as well as scientific, and with the knowledge that 
the views of the reaction had been set out at length by 
the Golden Man in his Laivs. 

Epicurus was bom about 340 B.C., some seven or eight 
years after the death of Plato. He was the child of Athenian 
parents, but was probably bom in the island of Samos, 
whither his parents had emigrated. At the age of eighteen 
he was in Athens. Then during a period of some ten years 
he is heard of at various towns in Asia Minor, notably 
Colophon and Teos; and it is supposed that it was at the 
latter town he met Nausiphanes who was then expounding 
the atomic system there. A yetar or two later, when he 
was thirty, he had setded in Mitylene. Here he gathered 
certain disciples about him and was recognized as a teacher 
of philosophy. His disciples included his own three brothers, 
which may be taken as proof that he was not so hard to 
get on with as might be implied by the abusive epithets 
he is said to have flung at other philosophers. Subsequendy 
he transferred his school to Lampsacus (the town to which 
Anaxagoras had fled from Athens); and there it is obvious 
that his reputation and his system must already have been 
established, for we now hear the names of sonw of his most 
famous disdples: Metrodorus, Colotes, Polyaenus, Ido- 
meneus, and Lconteus with his wife Themista. 

Epicurus reversed the order of Anaxagoras’ fligh t. When 
he was thirty-four years of age, in 307 b.c., he left Lamp- 
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sacm for Athens, dicn under the government of Demetrius 
Poliorcetes. There he purdiased a house and the famous 
Garden, and there he remained for thirty-seven years, till 
his death, as head of the school he had established. At Athens 
he made new disciples, among whom were Hermarchus 
of Mitylcne, Pythocles, and a brother of Metrodorus, 
Timocrates by name, who afarwards left the brotherhood 
and circulated scandalous taks about it. A notable feature 
about the school was the indusion of women and slaves 
among the members. Among the women were some of 
the courtean dass, the most notable being Leontion, who 
afterwards became the wife of Metrodorus. The life of 
die community was one of great simplicity and sobriety, 
but that, of course, did not prevent the multiplication of 
slanders. 

“Vain is the word of a philosopher which does not heal 
any sufiering of man.” This is a characteristic saying of 
Epicurus, in which he resumes the Ionian tradition that 
love of mankind and love of science are twin-bom. It was 
the master-conception of Epicurus that a true knowledge 
of the Nature of Thii^ was the sovereign remedy for 
the ills of mankind, both individually and socially. To th<»e 
who do not understand the ctmceptioa it seems proof that 
he was basically uninterested in science and incapable of 
it. Tticy say that he was primarily interested in ethics and 
only concerned with sctetKie in so far as it seemed to promote 
his ethical programme. What they foil to observe is that, 
in the view of Epicurus, unless the science be true it can 
serve no ethical, nor any other, purpose. It was'Plato, not 
Epicurus, who thought that the remedy for human ills 
was the edifying lie. 

In the Garden, ijherefore, the atomic system was the basis 
of the teaching. The atomic system provided a rational and 
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naturalistic account of the phenomena of the heavens. In 
the Athens of Epicurus, in which the thunder and diundcr- 
bolt were alleged to be manifestations of the wrath of 2^cas, 
a naturalistic account of these phenomoxa could afford 
great maital relief. Such a condition of mental relief the 
Epicureans called ataraxia, and it was their object to promote 
it. Another great source of mental unrest in the Athens 
of the day was the dread of torments in the world to come. 
On the depicting of these imaginary horrors Plato in the 
Republic had expended all the resources of his graphic pen. 
The atomic system tai^t that die soul does not survive 
separation &om the body, and that these terrors are there- 
fore illusory. In this sense also it tended to promote ataraxia. 

The purpose of the school was to convey diis heahi^ 
balm to aU that needed it. Epicurus did not bdieve in street- 
preaching; but he taught th^ cne must not refuse to lecture 
when asked. Furthermore, he had not two types of doctrine, 
one for the rulers and one for the ruled. Hiere was one 
science of Nature, and all had need of it. Acccaxlingly in 
his own school at Athens, and in the other Epicurean comr- 
munides with which he was in touch, the study of atomism 
as a cure for superstidon b^an. The groups in the various 
centres were organized on a r^ular basis with reference 
to the pr<^ess of the members in the study of the system, 
and diey promised: “We will be cAcdient to Epicurus, 
according to whom we have made it our choice to live.”* 
Epicurus wrrote voluininously both to promote the higjber 
brandies of the study and to produce handy manuals for 
those without dme or capadty to master all the details. 
He is- said to have written altogether some three hundred 
scrolls. Sudh was the life of the Master of the “Garden 
of Pleasure.’* 

It is the specific originality of Epicunis that he is the 
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fint man known to history to have organized a movement 
for die liberation of mankind at large from superstition. 
The thing had been attempted before by the Ionian doctors, 
who seem to have taken it in their stride as a natural part 
of their work, and who seem not to have foreseen the 
strength of the opposition that their movement would 
encounter. But history had revealed how superficial was 
this view. It had become clear that not only popular super- 
stition, or the selfish interests of a pared of fi:audulent orade- 
mongers or magic-working quacks, opposed Ionian science. 
The fundament opposition came from the structure of 
ancient society itself. The interests of the nobility, and their 
ideology, were radically hostile to die new view. The 
^orance and the selfishness of the people (for the people 
too had their privileges to preserve as against the resident 
and the slaves) also buttressed the traditional modes 
of thought Furthermore, as the class-struggle in the Greek 
States persisted wearily firam generation to generation, the 
possibihty of employing superstition, erected into a state 
religion, as a principle of order and stability was more and 
more consciously realized and explored. With diis came 
further corruption of mind and chjuracter. The noblest 
spirits were flawed and rang false. An analysis of the work 
of a soaring genius like Pindar discloses a complex of base 
and detestable superstitions. Language itself had been in- 
fected. Not a true scientific ethic but a selfidi political 
expediency directed the employment of the terms virtuous 
or base. Rnally, in the established schools of philosophy 
itself, it had become the accepted view that gov«nment 
of men was impossible except on ihe basis of a lie, and the 
most powerful intellea and impressive personality of the 
preceding generation had devoted his life to the elabora- 
tion of Ac wholesome and necessary lie that was to save 
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Greek society. In the interests of this lie he had preached 
the destruction of the books that contained the tradition 
of Ionian wisdom. He had urged that his own fraudulent 
book should be imposed by the State as the one and only 
obligatory source of doctrine. He had advocated the 

imprisonment and execution of those, not only wIk) resisted 
his ne&rious plan, but -^o were honestly incapable of 
giving mental assent to his j&eshly concocted doctrines. 
Such were the drcuxnstances under which Epicurus chose 
his life’s task. Such were the circunistances thi determined 
the specific form it was to take. 

That such was the role of Epicurus was plainly enough 
seen by the French critic Constant Martha in the sixties 
of the last century, but owing to his inability to shake off 
the prgudices that have traditionally obscured the sig- 
nificance of the Epicurean movement he was unable to 
make his judgment stand out with the distinctness neces- 
sary to secure its general acceptance. His account, indeed, 
is involved in a hopdess contradiction. He begins in the 
traditional manner witii a picture of Greece asleep under 
the protectorate of the Macedonian kings, the coUapse of 
free institutions, and a citizen body given up to pleasure 
and self-indu^ence. In the general languor philosophy had 
renounced lofty speculations and diflScult researches. “Great 
doctrines, like those cff Plato and Aristotle, which moulded 
at once citizens and sages, were ftir above the reach of this 
degenerate indolence.” In this enervating air arose various 
new schools, of which the most seductive was that of 
Epicurus. This quietist philosophy, in teaching men to lose 
interest in politics, in religion, in science, in themsdves, 
had, as it were, disarmed them. “'Ihc audent writers who 
celebrate the innocence of the school, omit to remark that 
it is the innocence of sleep.”* Havh^ preluded with this 
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Stale variation on a hackneyed theme Martha, kindling his 
vCTy alert intelligence by a personal survey of the then 
available evidence, contradicts all that he has said. 

“What mote kamed systems had not dared to do entirely. 
Epicureanism did with a perfect finality and quiet dedsive- 
nest. Whatever its faults may have been, it expelled firom 
nature, or rather gendy escorted away, that infimty of 
powers which merely embarrassed physics and 
morality” (p. 108). 

“In expdHng from nature the inept intervention of the 
gods of paganism Epicurus also put an end to all those 
pious firauds by which men duped one another and duped 
daemselves. While Pythagoras, Socrates. Democritus even, 
the Academy, die Lyceum, die Porch, ^ the sthools, even 
the most free, believed in divination by the fiight of birds, 
by the entrails of victims, by the stars, by dreams, by 
dbhrium and a hundred other means, Epicurus alone rejected 
these lying sciences and exposed the imposture. He con- 
strained scx>disayers and efiviners to confess their own 
absuedity; he mocked die oracles t<y such good e£frct that 
in the they dared not speak. It can be said that to-day 
a man passes for enlighten^ in pre^rtion as he tfespises 
all that Epicurus despised” (p. no). 

“Hfe was the first made the eflfert to spread this 
oiligbtenment over the world” (p. in). 

“What we call educating the people it givir^ them such 
a training in natural philosophy as can lift them to the level 
of Epicureanism” (p. in). 

“Epfcurus was the fiirst to make the idea of natural law 
enter, I do not say into speculative philosophy, wherC' it 
had reigned alr^dy for long, but into the imagin^ti.on of 
the people” (p. 73}. 


128 



WHAT EpiciiRirs mn 


Such is the amazing achievement which Martha (and 
with perfect justice) puts to the credit of the man whom 
he has just described as the most languid teacher of a languid 
age, a man whose genius it was to rob mankind of all 
his intellectual interests and lull him into the innocence of 
dhimber. It is a pious service to the memory of a brilliant 
critic to disentangle what is original and well-founded in 
his criticism from what is traditional and false. Martha had 
at least the merit of seeing in Epicurus the first champion 
of popular enlightenment, the first organizer of a move- 
ment to free mankind at large from the fetters of super- 
stition. He did not clearly see against what odds Epicurus 
had to contend; nor did he do justice to the vigorous effort 
of Epicurus to advance knowledeje itself. 

Q See Bacon, Novum Organum i, 9S, for a penetrating criticism 
of the Aristotelian school of natural history. 

^ iTam, op. p. 4. 

^ Cf. Tam, “Alexander, Cynics and Stoics” {Ametkm Journal of 
Philology f Jan. 1939), p. 54: “No Stoic before Poscidonius ever touched 
science.” 

^ See Organization and Procedure in Epicurean Groups^ N. de Witt, 
Classical Philology^ July 1936. 

^ Constant Martha, Le Polme de Luerke, and ed., 1873, pp. 1-12. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 


EPICURUS AND PLATO 

TTte Semes versus Reason. Physics versus Madientatks. The 
oiigm and nature oflat^uage. The attack on astal theology. 


An echo of andent controveny that has come down to 
us infonns ns that Epicurus was wont to refer to the head 
of the Academy as “the golden Plato.” This obvious 
allusion to the notorious Royal lie of the Republic in which 
Plato taught that the human race by divme ordinance 
was composed of three types, golden men like himself who 
were to l^;islate and govern, silver men to be the police 
and soldiers, and iron men to do the work, has bmi trivially 
misinter preted as no more than an ironical comment on 
Plato’s style P But the sarcasm sprang firom deeper sources 
than literary jealousy. The opposition between Epicurus 
and Plato was as deep and fundamental as the opposition 
between Plato and the Ionian physicists. Epicurus was 
fighting for two causes to which Plato was relentlessly 
opposed, the Ionian scientific tradition and the spread of 
popular enlightenment. Plato was in a quite peculiar sense 
the object of his attack. 

The justification for this attack is rarely appreciated in 
histiories and handbooks of ancient philosophy, but it has 
occasionally been understood and expressed. A. W. Berm, 
for example, diough he is the author of a brilliant analysis 
of the genuine ccoitribution of Plato to human advancement, 
speaks on this point with a refieshing candour and humanity : 
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“The poKtical comdtation and code of laws recom- 
mended by Plato to his new dty are adapted to a great 
extent from the older legislation of Athefis. As stich they 
have supplied the historians of ancient Jorisptudence widi 
some valuable indications. But from a philosophic point 
of view the general impresaon produced is wearisome and 
even offensive. A universal system of espionage is estab- 
lished, and die odious trade of informer reedves ample 
encouragement. Wont of all, it is proposed in the true 
spirit of Athenian intolerance, to uphold tdigioos ortho- 
doxy by persecuting laws. Plato had actually come to think 
that disagreement with the vulgar theology was a folly and 
a crime. One passage may he quoted as a wamii^ to those 
who would set early associations to do the work of reason; 
and who would overhear new truths by a method which 
at one time might have been used with frtal effect ;^aiDst 
their own opinions.” 

Benn then quotes die passage from the Laws which we 
have printed on pa^es 101-102, and proceeds: 

“Let it be remembered that the gods of whom Plato 
is speaking are the sun,, moon, and stars; that the atheists 
whom he denounces only taught what wc have long known 
to be true, which is that those luminaries are no more 
divine, no more animated, no motc.jcapable of accepting 
our sacrifices or responding to our cries than is the earth 
on which wc tread; and that he attempts to' £®ovc the 
contrary by arguments which, even if they were not in- 
consistent "with all that we know about medianks. wotdd 
still be utterly inadequate to the ptoqKwe tor whkh they 
are employed. 

“Suppoang the atheist to be an entirdy moral man, he 
is, on conviction, to be imprisoned for five years or more, 
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during which period he is to be constantly lectured by a 
magistrate on the sinfulness of his unbelief; if at the end 
of that period he comes to a proper frame of mind he is 
to be released, but in ease of relapse is to be put to death. 
The vicious atheist or other heretic receives what, according 
to our ideas, is a lighter punishment, imprisonment in 
chains for life. It seems to be expected that he will not 
long survive such treatment. Should a citizen be suspected 
of practising private forms of devotion in his own house 
or elsewhere, he is to be executed without a chance of 
repenting. Those who believe that the gods can be propi- 
tiated by prayer and sacrifice are to be punished, like the 
wicked 'nfidels, by perpetual imprisonment in chains. 

“To quote Crete’s admirable summary: ‘The lawgiver 
is the supreme and exclusive authority spiritual as well as 
secular. No dissenters from the orthodDxy prescribed by 
him are admitted. Those who believe more than he does, 
and those who believe less, however blameless dieir con- 
duct, are condemned alike to pass through a long solitary 
imprisonment to execution. Not only the speculations of 
enquiring individual reason, but also the spontaneous in- 
spirations of religious disquietude or terror, are suppressed 
and punished.’ I know not whether the atrocity of this 
religious legislation is palliated or ^gravated by the fact 
t hat the legislator hiinsclf had probably no theological 
belief.”* 

The religious l^slation of the Laws has raised little 
indignation among classical scholars, and its intimate con- 
nexion with the whole body of what is called the Platonic 
system has been little explored; but if the English liberal 
statesman of the nineteenth century, and the English 
rationalist of the twentieth, were roused by it to iudig- 
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nation and disgust, what warrant have we for supposing 
that similar emotions were not roused among persons much 
nearer to Plato in place and time than they ? And how can 
the history of ancient philosophy be written if this legis- 
lation be not given the crowning place in the philosophy 
of Plato, to which it is certainly entitled as being the con- 
clusion of his longest, latest, and ripest work?* In the 
evolution of the theory of the polis at Athens the religious 
legislation of Plato marks the natural culmination. It is the 
mature expression of the mind of the Academy, which 
aspired to be a training-ground for smtesman in a city 
where religiotis persecution had already been practised. 

“If one described in a singb phrase,” writes Mr. Edwyn 
Sevan, “why it is that the Hellenistic and the Roman world, 
after political liberty is gone, sefcms to us for aU the culture, 
all^the eccHiomic activity, all the virtue it still embodies, 
to be steeped in a kind of dead atmosphere, an aura morta, 
we may say that it is a world without causes. There were 
no gre^ modifications of terrestrial things which were to 
be brought about by the corporate effort of some society 
to which this or that man belonged.” But Mr. Sevan has 
missed the one great cause there was, the only one suited 
to the ^e, the war upon superstition; and not simply on 
superstition as a weakness of the human mind, but on super- 
stition as recommended by philosophers and organized by 
governments. And he has missed its champion, Epicurus. 

To effect his purpose Epicurus needed to do more than 
organize a society devoted to the extirpation of superstition. 
He needed also to achieve a work of intellectual recon- 
struction. It was necessary not only to oppose the philosophic 
tradition that rm down from "Pythi^oras, through Socrates, 
to Plato, but also to refurbish the Ionian tradition where 
it was unsuited to meet the firetii assault of Platonism. It 
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has been the habit to deny to Epicurus the credit of any 
fifn-'K intdOectnal labour, in spite of his own statement that 
he found his happiness chiefly in such work** But this is 
no fougcr possiWe. As the fragments of the writ^ of 
Epkarus arc more carcfiilly siJM and studied his impor- 
tance in the realm of pure philosophy, as distinct from his 
influence as a moral and religious leader, is clearly recog- 
nized. He did not, as Martha si^poscd, simply withdraw 
from the field occuped by dbe Platonic and Aristotelian 
schools; he made to thorn a serious intellectual response.® 

The first and essential point to chall e nge in the Platonic 
system 0f we may call it a system; Plato did not) was its 
epistemology. Plato at first was of the opinion of Parmenides 
that reason ieme was the guide to knowledge and that all 
sense-evidence must be rejected. He found the type of this 
a priori knowledge in geometry, and endeavoured to con- 
struct on this model a focory of ethics and politics, that 
is to say, a rule of life for the individual and for society.- 
Thus it was that over the entrance of the Academy, the 
purpose of which was to train a philosophical governing 
class for Greece, he put np the warning: You catmot enter 
here if you do not know geometry. 

At the back of his system lay the mystical idea that 
the soul is something alim to the material world in which 
it is temporarily imjaisoned; that the fu ndam ental troths 
of geometry, ethics, and politics are known to it in a 
previous existence; and that they can be “remembered” 
if we but practice the right technique. The imperfect 
cirede we ciraw on the sand can never be the origin of the 
knowledge of the true relation of the length of the diameter 
to the circumference, but can at best oiy help us to dis- 
cover these lelatfom in oursdves, to “remember” them; 
and the science which assets this effort of memory is 
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geometry. So also the knowledge of truth, beauty, and 
goodness is not derived from eipcrknce, but is to be 
remembered by the aid of • a new science, dialectics. 
Dialectics means discussion carried on in a ratio na l way. 
The persistent endeavour to determine the true con- 
ditions of rational discussion brought to light important 
principles of logic, afterwards used by Aristode as the 
foundation for the technique of logic whkdi he devised. 
The preoccupation with geometry forwarded the progress 
of this science. These were notable contributions of the 
Academy to human knowledge. 

But an oiormous difficulty now presented itself. If all 
true science is of this a priori, non-ezperiential kind, what 
is the relation of this knowledge to the world in which, 
temporarily dtough it be, we actually do live i The growing 
sense of this difficulty is the origin of the dianged point 
of view that manifests itself in the later dialogues of Plato. 
In the Republic and the Rhaeio he docs not scruple to teach 
that any infltience of sense-impressions on the soul can only 
be for the bad. All true science must draw us away from 
dbe senses. Later, in die Theaetetus, he comes closer to reality 
and teaches that sense-data, thot^h not in themselves know- 
ledge, are the material of knowle^e. Here he defines clearly 
the diSerence between sense-perception and thought, and 
his discussiem constitutes an important contribution to the 
young science of psychology. 

But Plato never achieved consistency on this point Im 
de Platonis incortsUmtia longum est dicere the Epicureans com- 
plained long ago.* While the necessity of coming to grips 
with Nature haunts the later Platonic diak^ucs, his aluca- 
tional pn^anunes remained unaffixted by it Even in tire 
Lms Nature is rigorously excluded fixan the currictibm. 
Ihe sulgects of education are to be Arithmetic, Geometry, 
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Astronomy, Harmonics, and Dialectic. And these terms did 
not mean quite what they mean to us. Arithmetic meant 
Theory of Numbers, not the practical arithmetic we leam 
at school. Geometry too was strictly divorced from practi- 
cal applications; it was not a method of measuring things; 
it aimed at studying relations of space independent of num- 
ber and measurement. Astronomy, inextricably entangled 
with astral theology, was not concerned with the physical 
constitution of the heavenly bodies; it was purely positional, 
and was in effect sphcricaJ geometry. Harmonics was the 
study of propordon. Dialectic, as we have seen, was an 
effort to arrive at truth by carrymg on discussion according 
to certain rules that guaranteed consistency, but produced 
no new information. The idea that all these techniques arc 
instruments for the investigation of Nature was wholly 
alien to the system. They were Ae gymnastic of the soul. 
And they were devised in good faidi as the appropriate 
education for a governing class whose function it might 
be to supervise productive activities, but never to engage 
in Aem or to develop Aem. 

The standpoint of Epicurus was utterly different. For 
him mati body and soul, was an organism which in Ae 
course of history had been produced on this earA. Man’s 
senses were Ac instruments by which he acquired know- 
ledge of his environment, that is Ae material world in 
which he lived. His mental faculties were one of Ae activi- 
ties of Ac total organism, originating out of his sense- 
activities and having no meaning except m relation to Ae 
senses. All knowledge was knowledge of Ac material world, 
and prc^css in such knowledge could only be made by 
sticking dose to Ac evidence of Ae senses. No technique 
of maAematics or logic was of any use except as a help 
to interpret or organize scnsc-cvidcnce. The knowledge of 
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how wc ought to behave, whether as individuals or in 
society, was equally dependent on sense-perception. The 
basis of it all was sensations of pleasure or pain, or feelings 
of well-being or distress. Ethics and politics were branches of 
natural philosophy; they were man-made rules forbehawour, 
derived from experience, which ought to be altered when- 
ever increased knowledge of Nature should teach man better 
ways of being at ease in mind and body. The essential of 
education was a knowledge of Nature, and a habit of strict 
attention to sense-evidence. Sense-evidence was always true 
so fair as it goes, though endless errors arise in the inter- 
pretation of it. 

This complete reversal of the Platonic programme is 
almost universally described in histories and handbooks 
as evidence of a total indifierence to Greek culture. It is on 
the contrary the salvation of its most characteristic and vital 
element, its essential originality, the unique thing it con- 
tributed to the world, the pursuit of naturi knowledge and 
the endeavour to base human life upon it. In support of 
t he ir view the opponents of Epicureanism adduce a sentence 
which has survived from a letter addressed by Epicurus to 
Pythocles— “Up anchor, lad, and flee from every form of 
culture” — as if this meant anything but a thoroughly justi- 
fiable attack on the Culture with a capital C with which 
Greece was thoroig;hly infected. The true bearing of the 
notorious advice to Pythocles will be understood at oitte 
if the words be brought into- relation with the defence of 
Natural Philosophy as against Culture which we have 
chosen to put upon the fly-leaf at the beginn^ of this 
book. The defence of a true culture in Epicurus is pervasive 
and profound. Let us take the dassical epigram pre- 
served in another Fragment: **We must not pretend to 
study philosophy, but really study it; for we do not need 
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the appearance of health, but real health.” Here speaks the 
man to whom culture and life were inseparable. 

But those who charge Epicurus with hostility to culture 
have another argument which has been part of the stock-in- 
trade of his traducers since Plutarch. There was a distin- 
guished mathematician in Greece called Polyaenus, whom 
we have already mentioned as one of those who had 
joined Epicurus when he was teaching in Lampsacus 
and before he had setded in Athens. This man was per- 
suaded by Epicurus to give up geometry and become an 
Epicurean, that is to say an adherent of the physical theory 
of a n i mism. It is almost incredible that this should be 
triumphantly brought forward from that day to this as 
proof of the hostility of Epicurus to aU advanced studies 
and difficult disciplines. It is proof of something very dif- 
ferent. Is it to be snpp<Med that a distinguished mathe- 
matician would abandon his subject at the bidding of an 
ind ole n t anti-incdlcctuali If Epicurus persuaded Polyaenus 
to abandon mathematics for physics he did so, one must 
presume, because there was some opposition between tbe 
two. If mathematics in Greece had been at this time the 
handmaid of physical investigation, there could have been 
no quarrel between the two disdplines. But in feet Pytha- 
gorean mathematics, and dhc mathematics of the Academy, 
were sulatitutcs for physical inves^^on. Geometry had 
usurped the place of physics. In the Platonic system spatial 
relations ivere reality. The true science was a priori science. 
The only cosmology to which it could lead was the cos- 
mology of (he Timaeus. The Garden had to defend science 
against such a deformatim. Atomism and Pythagorean 
mathematics are incompatible. The non-mathematical, 
purely physi^ conception, of the atom, that is to say 
a body spatially esdsended and therefenx mathematically 
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divisible, but in £act physically indivisible — this concept was 
fundamental for physics and therefore fundament for 
Epicurus. But it was a deduction from sense-evidena, not 
a truth “remembered” by the soul by sheltering itself from 
contact with material things. The dispute, therefore, as to 
the priority of reason or experience, mathematics or natural 
philosophy, goes to die roots of the difference between 
Platonism and Epicureanism. It is surely an odd proof of 
ignorance and indifrerence in Epicurus to the higher things 
of the mind that he should have succeeded in cemverting 
one of the most distinguished mathematicians of the day 
to his point of view. One would suppose it was evidence 
rather of the likelihood, which there is now documentary 
material to support, that Epicurus had addressed himself 
seriously to the smdy of the fundamental diJ&rences between 
his own philosophy and that of the Academy, and was able 
to impress a trained mathematician with the justice of his 
views. 

Of course I do not intend by this to maintain that 
Epicurus himself was a good madiematician. There is no 
evidence that he was, a^ something, at least, to si^est 
that he was not. He would seem in this case to have emptied 
the laby out with the bath. Concerned to defend the 
domain of phySics from the encroadimcnts of a brand of 
madiematks that came not to assist it but to oust it, he 
seems to have friled to appreciate the true servic® math©- 
matics could render to the cause of natural ^hilc»oph.y. He 
made every effort to observe, none to mezseic, events. This 
defect f^odneed starthng results in the q>herc trfastroiKMny. 
Pythagorean madtematics bad invaded astronomy with 
dhastrous results of (me kincL While making postible an 
attem|« at the estiniatkxn of the distances arui sizes dE the 
heavenly Ixxiies, it acc^ed dw nothm of their eternity 
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and divinity, and linked these superstitions up with a belief 
that all heavenly bodies are perfect spheres and move for 
ever in perfect circles. To the Epicurean the heavenly 
bodies were chance assemblages of atoms, inanimate, 
perishable, and likely to exhibit irregularity of shape and 
behaviour. Resisting the Platonic deification of the heavenly 
bodies, and suspicious of the mathematical discipline so 
intimately linked with these superstitions, Epicurus relied, 
for his opinion on the size of Ae heavenly bodies, purely 
on Ae evidence of his senses unaided by any maAematical 
technique. 

This led him mto one grotesque error. He asserted Ae 
view Aat Ae sun is about as big as it appears to us to be. 
This is, perhaps, Ac most damaging proof that can be 
brought against him wheAcr of ignorance, or of indifference 
to a Aen existing science. But it is very pertinent to observe 
Ae argument wiA which Epicurus supported his view. 
He pomted out Aat a fire on earth generally looks much 
about Ae same size so long as one remains near enough 
to it to be affected by its heat. But we are still power- 
fully affected by Ae heat of Ae sun; it is probaUc Aerefore 
Aat we are not so fer fix»m it as to make it appear much 
smaller dian it really is. The error is grotesque; but does 
not Ae aj^jument contain Ae means of its own correction? 
If we link it up wiA Ae explicit mjunction of Epicurus 
that every judgment is to be confirmed by reference to 
Ae data of sense-evidence, we sec Aat Ac error does not 
preclude the possibility of future advance. Would Aat Ae 
same were true of Plato’s views! Plato had “proved” Aat 
Ae sun and moon arc Avinc because we see boA Greeks 
and barbarians prostrating Aemselves before Aem at Aeir 
risings and settings. He had proposed to impose Acse beliefs 
as an orAodoxy, and to maintain Aem by an inquisition 
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dealing out punishments of imprisonment and death to 
honest disbelievers. It is a strange comment on our civiliza- 
tion that Plato should be looked upon as the crown ot 
Greek wisdom, and Epicurus despised as an indolent spirit 
in a decadent age who could not bestir his limp soul to 
scale the Platonic heights. 

We have spoken of the opposition between the Epicurean 
and Platonic systems on epistemology and mathematics. 
It remains to say a word or two on another doscly con- 
nected subject, the theory of die nature of language. In 
his History of the Inductive Sciences (vol. i, p. 27), Whewell 
writes: “There are two ways of comprehending nature, 
the one by examining words only and the thoughts 
which they call up; the other by attending to the facts 
and things which bring these notions into being. . . . The 
Greeks followed the former, the verbal or notional course, 
and failed.” Now Whewell is wrong in levelling this charge 
against the Greeks; he ou^t to have confined his attack 
to certain of the Greek schools, particularly the school of 
Plato, and to have exempted certain of the schools, par- 
ticularly that of Epicurus. 

Plato did not understand the nature of language, as a 
study of the Cratylus makes dear. He did not dearly under- 
stand the symbolic nature of words, but thought that there 
was some essential connexion between the word and thing 
symbolized. He was thus at the mercy of words. Of this 
we have had a notable example in his analysis of motion. 
Having decided that his strange concept of a “motion that 
moves itself” can properly be called Soul or Psyche, he 
straightway endows the “motion that moves itselT’ with 
all the rich content of the word Soul;^ and since the heavenly 
bodies appear to move themselves he endows them with 
thought and feeling and generally aU the phenomena of life. 
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The IcHiian philosophers had been quite free of this con- 
fosicm, but ance it had been established in philosophy by 
Plato it had to be formally removed by Epicurus. He there- 
fore tcadies diat language is a natural phenomenon like 
another, explicable only by attention to i« history. Roughly 
the history of language, according to him, is that vocal 
sounds forced from men under the stress of emotion, as 
they are from other animals, were developed by convention 
into a device for conveying thoughts from one man to 
another. Accordingly if you wish to use lai^page as an 
aid to the investigation of Nature you must always be 
carcfol to determine the meaning of words by reference 
to things, not the nature of things by an e x a m i n ation of 
words.® 

The emphasis laid by Epicurus on the identification of 
philosophy with a knowledge of Nature, and on sense- 
evidence as the criterion of truth, brought his school into 
dose contact with the Hippocratic doctors who had sinular 
aims and views. Hic frequent employmait of technical 
Epicurean terminology in the medical treatises of the age, 
of which an example has been quoted on page 63, is 
proof of thic influence of his school on th.e progress of 
medical sdcncc. Epicurus himself wrote on die subject. 
Me^dne was tai:^t in the Epicurean school at Naples 
wdiidi Virgil frequented as a youth. The De Rerum Natura 
is rich in physiologcal materiaL And, of course, the 
Epicurean doctrine of the mortality of die soul is as securely 
based on physiological' evidence as the Platonic view of 
its immortihty is, insecurely, on mathematics. 

Epicureans, owing to their quarrd with the mathe- 
maticians, did not play a part in the advance of astronomical 
studies that took place at this time, except itt the very 
important sense that one of die main features of dieir 
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programme of popular enlightenment was the attack <m 
the astral theology which Plato advocated in the Laws and 
which played a large part in Stoicism. The association of 
psychic activities with lumps of inanimate matter was for 
Epicurus the ruin both of science and religion. As we learn 
from Lucretius,* the Epicureans thought the sun and moon 
much fitter to afibrd examples of things “quite without 
vital motion and sense” than to be numbered among the 
gods; and, true to their physiology views, they pointed 
out the absurdity of supposing mind to exist without the 
appropriate physical structure, “far away from the sinews 
and the blood.” In the strength of these convicrions the 
main weight of the Epicurean attack on supcntiticai was 
directed against the astral theology of Plato and the Stoics. 
In the Letter to Herodotus Epiemus speaks on this point as 
follows: 

“The motions of the heavenly bodies, and their turnings 
and eclipses and risings and settings, and kindred phenomena 
to these, must not be thought to be due to any being who 
controls and ordains or has ordained them and at the same 
time eiyoys perfect bliss together with immortality. For 
trouble and care and apger and favours are not consistent 
with a life of blessedness, but these things come to pass where 
there is weakness and fear and dependence on ndghhours. 
Nor again must we believe that the heavenly bodies, which 
are but fire agglomerated m a mass, possess blessedness while 
voluntarily taking upon themselves these movements. 
Rather must we preserve the majestic significance of all 
expressions, such as blessednesP, which we apply to our 
conceptions of the gods, in order that there may not arise 
out of them opinions contrary to the notion of Aeir 
majesty. Otherwise very contradiction will cause the 
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greatest disturbance in men’s souls. Theretore we must 
believe that it is due to the original inclusion of matter 
in such agglomerations during the birth-process of the 
world that this law of regular succession is also brought 
about.”^® 


It is usual to regard the attack of Epicurus in this passage 
as bcii^ direrted against “popular mythology.”^* This view 
seems without foundation. “The phenomena of the heavens 
arc always adduced,” writes Nil^on, “as a main source of 
the belief in gods. But this belief is not of popular origin. Of 
the Greek natural sciences astronomy was that which had 
developed farthest and was studied most eagerly; this is 
the true reason why the heavenly bodies became involved 
in the discussion of religious and scientific questions and 
occupied a prominent place therein. Their cult only atttdned 
popular significance when astrology under Oriental in- 
fluence pressed forward into a position of prominence; 
philosophy had prepared the way by impressing upon the mind 
of the public, and more particularly the educated public, the idea 
of the special claim of the heavenly bodies to divinity.”^^ For 
“philosophy” in the italicized portion at the end of this 
passage read “Plato,” especially the Plato of the Latvs, and 
we shall have run to et^ the special object of Epicurus’s 
attack. 

For, in spite of the general agreement that popular 
mytholc^ is the villain of the piece, is it conceivable that 
Epicurus had not Plato here in mind? Assuredly his attack 
is such as to embrace popular mythology; but it seems also 
to envisage some precise formuktion of an astral theology 
by an educated mind, or minds. The manual called the 
Letter to Herodotus is itself addressed to trained and cultivated 
minds who could not be unfamiliar with the main currents 
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of thought in their day, and if Epicurus confined himself 
to attacking popular mythology, he would fail to resolve 
the doubts of those familiar with the Platonic and Stoic 
doctrine on celestial phenomena. And in point of &ct the 
theories he attacks involve a closer attention to formal 
astronomical studies than is compatible with popular 
mythology. This theological interpretation which he rejects 
of “the motions of the heavenly bodies and their turnings 
(i.e. the solstices and the more complicated behaviour of 
die planets) and eclipses and risings and settings and kindred 
phenomena to these” does not smack of popular mythology 
but of a sophisticated theory of the divine order And in 
particular the reference to the “kw of regular succession,” 
and the rejection of the argument for the divinity of the 
heavenly bodies based on it, seem to make it clear that 
Epicurus had more than popukr mythology in mind in 
making his attack. It is my contention that the attack is 
directed, not against popular mythology in itself, but against 
the educated versions of popular mythology sponsored by 
such philosophers as Pkto and the Stoics. The point is of 
fundamental importance for the understanding of the whole 
orientation of the Epicurean movement. It was the whole 
system of the Golden Man from its false metaphysical 
origins to its stultifying political conclusions which Epicurus 
sought to overthrow, as the essential preliminary to the 
rescue of the human mind from the incubus of superstition. 


^ Diogenes Laertius, ed. R. D. Hicfy (Loeb Library), voL ii, p. 35<5. 

* A. W. Bcnn, The Greek Philosophers, and ed., 1914, p. 230. 

® A. E. Taylor, Plato, 1926, p. 463. 

* Diogenes Laertius, Epicurus, par. 37. 
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rfi€ opinj< )n oi Bkmmc pir/hla i h/arma^iem phiksopbm 

di i^murn, |‘ircni:i% ihat Epicurus had much enriched the tradition of 

h\ his defence of it af^ainst the positions of the Platonic and 
Penpmetk Icbx^ls, is confirmed by the latest msearclKS. See Wolfgang 
Schmidt, i. pikers knitk der phimtfkfs Bkmmimkbre, Leip2lg, 1938, p. 55: 
*“Obichoii nun hpikur Piatim nicbt nchtig beartcilt und beurteiien kann, 
hat cr dixrh cine bcachtlichc Ijeistung v'oilbracht: dcr behandelte Text ist 
cine anschaulichc Illustration dcr Tatsache, dass Epikur nicht nur Lebens- 
philosoph und religidscr Prophet war, sondern auch als theoretischer 
Dcfiker einc nicht unhcdcutendc gcistcsgeschichchche Aufgabc zu Idsen 
hattc* den Atomismus in Kampf und Auseinandersetzung mit Theorien 
andcrer lierkunft aufrccht zu erhaiten,” 

At te ntion may be directed also to die admirably argued paiagrapl^ 
mA.K Aimstrong’s artkk on “The Gods in Plato. Plotinus, Epainis,” 
ihe Chsskd <>rterfyJuly-October, 1938, PP- 192- Here Epkuras’s 
tripartite division of events into those caus^ by necessity, those caused 
by and those within our control, is considered in relation to 

the Platonic and Aiistotcliaii background. **Wc sec that what Epicurus 
has done, and he seems to have been ccigmal in doing it, is to split the 
traditioaiai conception of Chance-Necessity so that, while re m ai ning 
strictly within the bdunds of his system and involving no principle of 
explanation which is immaterial ot possessed of reason, he provides 
himself with a fi^acwfxk or badeground cf rc^ul^ 
leaving room fiac an erratic, capricious principle in the woritf. * . . 
It is tempdi:^ to recognize in this distinction a conscious attempt to 
provide an adequate substitute for the Platonic cosmology, on a 
matcriallstk: basis.” 

♦ Cicero, De N^a Demm i, 

’ Lmm, X, 896. KA. To icarrd ko^Iv 4^s Aoyoi^ rrjv 

air^y omiay, roSyopui 0 Sfi ndvres npocrayo- 

AS. 01 J/U 

« Sec letter u> Meroiotm, pars. 75 . 7 < 5 » and i% 38. The few words 
[ have devoted to the Epkinesm theory of language in the text , give no 
dea the eh^anoe and riaboration of their woik in this dqiartment. 
5 eePhihpRdcl 4 icy, *TheEpica^^ oflangus^” {Ammmn 

'oumd of Jariaury 1939)* This able and wdl-docuramted 

urvey of the present state of our knowledge in this particular is one 
nore proof of the revolution in the understanding of Epicurea nism 
bat modem sdiolarship has achievecL 
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® Liicretiiis, De Rmtm Natura, v, no ff. 

Epiamis, Letter to Herodotus^ pars. 76, 77. Tlie traBskdon is that of 
Cyril Bailey, with a few slight ino<Mcations of expression. 

^ Bailey in liis note on this passage refers to the opinions rejected hy 
Epicurus as “the false explanations of popular mythology.” 

Nilsson, op, at, p. 267, 


Supplementarj note on the Cratylus of Plato, 

In the Cratjlus Plato imagines a “legislator” who gave their 
names to things after submitting them for approval to a 
“dialectician.” Aristotle in some passages {Meteorology 339B, 
16-30; On the Pleavens 270B 16-25, and 502B 4), following Plato, 
seeks to derive physical arguments from etymology ( aW^p^iel 
Qbiv ). Lucretius (V, 1041 f£) scouts the idea of a language 
legislator. Francis Bacon is with Lucretius and the Epicureans. 
He pours scorn on this Platonic pursuit calling it “niggardly 
of truth and barren of fruit” (De aug, vi, i). 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


THE RELIGION OF EPICURUS 

Determinism and Free-will. The Gods of the People. The New 
Theology of Epicurus. 


It was not the intention of Epicurus, if he could rescue 
the Greek world from the influence of the Academy, to 
restore the physical system of Democritus without change. 
The atomic system, as constimted by Leucippus and Demo- 
critus, suffered, in his eyes, from a fundamental defect; it 
established a doctrine of universal detemainism, including 
man in the same chain of mechankal causation as inanimate 
matter. This doctrine of mechanical determinism was, in 
the eyes of Epicurus, a worse incubus on the human race 
than a belief in the myths. 

In the view of Epicurus the freedom of the human wfll 
was a matter of fact established by observation. Man does 
not simply move because he is pushed. He makes up his 
mind to move, and then puts the intention into effect. And 
the motives that determine his action may be infinitely 
various, from a desire to get somethii^ to eat to a desire 
to rescue the human mind from superstition. A properly 
train^ man would always be guided in his actions by the 
philosophy of Nature so far as it is understood. Such philo- 
sophy might include the most altruistic motives. “Vain is 
the word of a philosopher that heals no suflering of man.” 

But how are such opinions and sentiments to be recon- 
ciled with the doctrine of atomism t If the univarse is merely 
a pattern of atoms in the void, where is the room for such 
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idealistic developments as those defended by Epicurus ? The 
answer of Epicurus was that such things as beauty, truth, 
and goodness arc as much a part of Nature as anything else. 
He did not deny their existence. What he did deny was 
the possibility of dieir existing in some immaterial world 
where immaterial souls also exist before and after they come 
into this one. That to Epicurus was nonsense. But diat men 
should be animated by great ideals, that they should love 
anodher more than themselves, that they could find their 
happiness in devotion to impersonal causes, such as the 
study of Nature or die organization of a movement for the 
rescue of die human mind firom supentition — these ideas 
were not only not strange, to Epicurus, they were the very 
breath of his nostrils. 

It followed, then, that if the universe in its ultimate 
analysis is but atoms and void, the atoms had to be of such 
a kind, or at least capable of such arrargement, as to admit 
of these future developments. In the writiigs of Epicurus 
we find that he endowed the atoms with an element of 
spontaneity in movement, and that he connected this with 
the phenomenon of the freedom of the will in man. In 
the writings of his disciple, Lucretius, much is made of the 
infinite possibilities that may result from fresh arrangements 
of atoms.'- It is always dangerous to compare the opinions 
of ancient thinkers with the results of modem science. But 
if we bear clearly in mind that the whole sdaice of chemistry 
as it exists to-day was still to be discovered, there can then 
be no danger, and there is much, illumination, in comparing 
the dcxrttine of die Epicureanst on the new qualities that 
come into existence as a result of ne^ patterns of arrange- 
ment in the atoms, to the modem realization of the fact 
that there is no single constituent m the human body that 
does not also exist in an inorganic state. The same elements 
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diat make up iiiaiuiiiate bodies, which may have powers 
of cohesion, attractioiii, surface tension, and so on, may also 
make up plants, which arc sensitive and can grow and 
reprcxiiice thems^v^; and animals, which can, in addition, 
move and exercise certain mental powers; and men, who 
may aspire to philosophy. Within the limits of their 
ignorance of the sciences of the modem world this general 
idea was quite dear to the Epicureans. Like the old Ionian 
thinkers they were evolutionists. But they had carried their 
thinking further, and they looked upon freedom of the vM 
as a quality of matter organized in a certain way, a quality 
which had come into existence in the course of the history 
of the world we inhabit, and the nature and limitations 
of which could therefore only be understood by the study 
of that comprehensive subject, Natural Philosophy. It was 
in the pursuit of such enquiry that they struck out such 
admirable theories as that on the origin and development 
of langm^e to which we have referred; and in the pursuit 
of it they also created the science of anthropology, of which 
more anon.* 

It is commonly said of the doctrine of the dinamen or 
swerve in the atoms, by which Epicurus endeavoured to 
supply the atom with an element of spontaneity, that it is 
a poodle invention, sufficient in itself to prove his philo- 
sophical incompetence. It is further said that he borrowed 
all that was go^ in atomism from Democritus, and that in 
addition to spoiling the conception by this modification, 
he showed hi ingratimde by his claim to be independent 
of Democritus in his fundamental conceptions, and by 
belittling his achievement. Happily the wntings of Cyril 
Bailey and others in modem times have gone for to modify 
these harsh judgments. 

In the opinion of the present writer, though it is ofi^ 
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said that Epicurus stole the atomic system of Democritus 
in unexamiued haste because it suited his corrupt ethical 
theories, and spoiled it in stealing it, the aromism of Demo- 
critus both, cried out for the correction introduced by 
Epicurus, and was wholly unfitted to be inoarporated in 
the brilliant system of Epicureanism until tiic correction 
had been made. Epicurus adopted atomism because it was. 
the most assured r^ult of the two hundred years of physical 
speculation that separated Thales firom Democritus. But he 
knew that the doctrine of the nature of the atoms was 
laddr^ in the confirmation of sense-experience. In the 
nature of things the atoms can never be the subject of 
sense-experience, though they are the foundation of a 
system in which the criterion of truth is the evidence of 
the senses. The theory of the atom must, therefore, accord- 
ing to the system of Epicurus, be always liable to revision 
if experience should bring to light any new knowled^ 
concerning sensible objects inconsistent with the theory of 
the nature of the atom as constituted at any time. Sense- 
evidence is not based on the theory of the atom; the theory 
of the atom is based on sense-experience. Now it was the 
opinion of Epicurus that one important element in the 
b^viour of some of the things we see and tot»:h had been 
overlooked by Democritus, namely that element in living 
things by which they differ from inanimate matter, and 
which we call free-will. In the view of Epicurus the 
Deriiocritean theory of the atom had been erected on an 
insufficient foundation of observation. The necessary 
correction was made by the introduction of the doctrine 
of the swerve. 

Since there has been so much bdittling of Epicurus, and 
so much adiilation of Plato, it is well that one, in com- 
paring them, should state his opinions without equivo- 
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cation. In my view, then, the derided doctrine 
atomic sw'crve is far superior logic and far superior pMo- 
sophy and far superior science to the tissue of illogicalitks 
by which Plato seeks to establish the conclusion that the 
sun can think and feel and plan. It is clean, honest thinking 
which can only help any other enquirer who aspires to do 
better. And Epicurus felt no necessity to impriMn and 
execute those who did not see their way to agree with him. 

In the passage from the Letter to Herodotus quoted on 
page 143 it will have been observed that Epicurus rejeaed 
the Platonic view that the heavenly bodies are animated 
not only in the interest of a true view of the nature 
of the heavenly bodies, but more explicitly iu the interests 
of a trac view of the gods. What, then, we must ask was 
the Epicurean theology ? This is a vexed question, on which, 
fortunately, fresh light has recendy been shed. 

Though some ancient writers charged Epici^ vrith 
being an atheist — the accusation is made by Cicero and 
Plutarch— it has always been known that he professed belief 
in the gods, and that he attached great importance to them 
in hfr system. They were objects of reverence and devotion, 
and ailbrded an example to the pious of what the true 
Epicurean life ought to be. But it was not dear how the 
existence of immortal gods could be accoimtcd for on the 
basis of the atomic system. Furthermore, Epicurus insisted 
that his gods took no part in the management of the 
universe; and he was suj^xjscd to have tatght that they 
took no interest in men. He located them in the intermtmdia, 
or empty i^ions of space between die coundess worlds 
in the existence of whkh he believed. They appeared to 
be superfluous adjuncts to the Epiaffcan universe. And the 
wonder was why E|acnrns shemSd have troubled to include 
them, unless, indeed, the suspicion of Plutarch were true, 
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that he had done so merely in order to escape prosecution 
for atheism. It seems possible to understand the matter some- 
what more clearly in the light of recent research. 

To a sympathetic student of Epicureanisrn it had always 
proved possible to find something to say in justification 
of the Epicurean theology. Thus Gassendi, in the seven- 
teenth century, had maintained that Epicurus had taught 
a singtdarly pure religion. He drew a distinction between 
the servile and filial elements in religion, the servile bciag 
those concerned with an interchange of services between 
men and gods, the filial those concerned with pure devotion 
ofiered by man to god, and pointed out that it was only 
in the servile element that the religion of Epicurus was 
lacking. There was justification for Gassendi’s plea, but it 
did htde to int^ate the religion of Epicurus with his 
general scheme of things. It proved his piety, but not his 
intellectual competence. 

hi modem tunes apologists for rd^on have attached 
enormous importance to the aj^^ument for the existence 
of God derived firom the supposed universal consent of all 
peoples, hi the De Natura Deorum of Cicero (i, i6), the 
defender of Epicureanism is made to remark of the founder 
of the school: Solm ettim vidit primum esse deos, quod in 
omnium animis eorum notionem impressisat ipsa natura (He alone 
saw that the first proof of the existence of gods is that Nature 
herself has impressed the idea of them on the minds of all 
men). Martha in modem times pointed out how remarkable 
it was that Epicurus should have been the first to employ 
this argument; and others also have drawn attention to it. 
The point is of importance to us as an indication of the 
intimate connexion of the Epicurean theology with the 
rest of the system. Epicurus did not believe that any notion 
could exist in the mind which had not resulted finm ims^es 
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impressed upon the organs of sense; and these images, he 
thought, were convey^ to the senses by streanjs of atoms 
from the object perceived. If, dien, notions of the gods 
arc commcmly found in men’s minds, they must have got 
there because there actually do exist gods who have given 
off the unices that have produced diese notions. 

■Ihere has never been any people so prone to anthropo- 
moridusm as the Greeks. At least fixjm the time of Homer 
onwards, the Grceb, apart from a few philosophers, always 
conceived of their gods as being made in the likeness of 
man. It was in these gods of the people that Epicurus 
believed, though he did not believe all that the people 
believed about them. His theology is a sort of reformed 
popular theology. It is in the secemd paragraph ofhis Letter to 
Menocccus that we get our fullest information on his views: 

“The things which I used unceasingly to commend to 
you, these do and practice, considering them to be the first 
principks of the good life. First of all believe that god is 
a being immcNCtal and blessed, even as the common idea 
of a god is engraved on men’s minds, and do not assign 
to him anything alien to his immortality or ill-suited to 
his blessectncss: but believe about hun everything that can 
uphold his blessedness and immortality. For gods th«e are, 
saicetheknovdcdgeof themis by dear vision. Butthey are 
not such as the many bdieve them to be: for indeed they 
do not consistently represent them as they bdieve them 
to be. And the unpious man is not he who denies the gods 
of the many, but he who attadhes to the gods the bdiefr 
of the many.” 

In the passage we quoted on p^e 143, in which Epicurus 
attacked the idba of the divinity of the heavenly bodies, 
there was no reference to the b^6 of the many, for the 
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very good reason that the astral theology which Epicurus 
there attacked was not the creed of die populace, but the 
teaching of the schools. The religion which Epicurus re- 
jected was the consciously constructed state-religioa of the 
political philosophers. But now when we come to the 
religion which Epkurus accepts but desires to reform, we 
find that it is the religion of the people. His disciple. is 
urged to believe in the immortality and blessedness of god, 
“even as the common idea of a god is cngrav6d on men’s 
minds.” 

The contrast is striking, and is in keepi^ with our inter- 
pretation of the whole orientation of the Epicurean move- 
ment. Epicureanism, though of course it depended on its 
brilliant leader, was a popular movement. It was a move- 
ment to rally the course and self-respect of the Htde people, 
of the averse man. Critias (see ps^e 88) had spoken of 
the “shrewd and wise-thoughted man,” who had invented 
the idea of an eternal, all-seeing deity, and had placed his 
gods in the vault of heaven and connected them with the 
lightning and the thunderbolt because he thought that this 
would be the best way tojnghten men. hi Pindar’s poetry these 
gods had been the feiends and protectors of princes and 
potentates, and had thundered and lightened in a way very 
consoling to these great persons (who were, after all, the 
products of the extra-marital intrigues of their divine pro- 
tectors) and in a way very terrifying to obscure people 
who hadn’t a god among their ancestors. Plato had refur- 
bished and refined the whole conception to suit a sophisti- 
cated age and the moral sensibilities of his own complex 
character; but he was so remote fixim any feeling of sym- 
pathy with the people or understanding of them, that he 
never thou^t except in terms of l^jslation, and ' the 
imposition of regulations from above; his d^ee of feith 
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in the attractive powers of his astral theology is indicated 
by his realiaation that it would need to be imposed by 
the police and maintained by persecution. It was this con- 
sciously constructed, state-imposed religion of fear that was 
the special object of the attack of Epicurus. And when he 
was dubbed ‘^atheist” by Plutarch and others, it was because 
they could not or would not distinguish between this state- 
reli^on and simple belief in the gods. 

Plutarch, in his extant polemic against the Epicurean 
Colotes, writes as fbljpws (I quote the lively old version 
of Phil^on Holland) : “Religion it is that constraineth and 
holdedi together all humane society, this is the foundation, 
prop, and stay of all Laws, which the Epicureans subvert 
and overthrow directly, who go not round about the bush, 
as they say, not secredy and by circuit of covert speedies, 
but openly and even at the first assault set upon the prin- 
cipal point of all, to wit, the opinion -of God and Religion.” 
This is evidence both of the boldness of die Epicurean attack, 
and of its object, to wit, the religion that was devised 
to buttress the law. It was only in this sense of religion 
that Plutarch had any grounds for calling Epicurus atheist. 

But, in view of his stark hostility to political religion, 
it is of gieat interest to find diat Epicurus felt that there 
was a genumc popular religion in existence, not necessarily 
alien to his philosophy, to which he could appeal. His 
adherents were to b^eve in blessed and immortal deities, 
like the common idea of a god that is engraved on men’s 
minds. But, continues Epicurus, there are inconsistencies 
in the popular conception, and these must be weeded out 
The inconsistencies he explains in the sentences that follow 
on the passage we have just quoted. It is of interest ^ an 
indication of th)Ei important progress that is stiU being made 
in the understanding of Epicureanism that the correct 
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interpretation of these sentences should only have been 
achieved within the last few yean.® 

The error of the popular view of die gods, according 
to Epicurus, is the belief that the gods either punish wicked 
men, or (still more grievous error) confer benefits upon 
them. In fact the gods, while they “welcome” good men, 
that is men Hke themselves, are indifferent to bad men. 
The reason for this distinction between the attitude of the 
gods to good and bad men is this, that good men have no 
disorderly wishes which they expect the gods to execute 
nor do they act in a way to disturb the divine peace.* 
But bad men are constandy devising evil, prayii^ for the 
destruction of one another, seeking for material advant^es 
or forgiveness for their sins by offering sacrifices, and 
generally acting in such a way that commimion with them 
is inconsistent with such peace and blessedness as we must 
associate with the conception of the divine nature. Good 
men have never anything to fear from the gods; on the 
contrary, by devotion to them they may hope to enjoy 
during the brief span of their mortal lives communion in 
their immortal felicity. Neidier have bad men anything to 
fear from the gods, except the pain of separation from 
them, if they should be capable of feeling it, and the 
mental disturbance which their false conceptions of the 
deity can engender. 

Such, in oudine, was the Epicurean effort to reform 
the popular theology. It has some remarkable features. Its 
basis in the supposed" universality of “visions” of the 
anthroponiorphic deities of Greek mythology, which are 
accepted as certain proof of the real existencte of the divine 
•beings who, in accordance with Epicurean theories of 
vision, must be supposed to be the source of them, is des- 
perately insecure. But is it any less secure than the mod«n 
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vtxsioxi of Ac same argoment for Ac cidsteiice of God? 
It costs me some effort of imaginatioii to usdierstaiid how 
Epcurm could hold to this opinion. It costs me an, equal 
c&rt to understand how, for example, M. Jacques Maritain 
can hold to his. “The most reliable inductions of history,’* 
he tdls us, “combine wiA Ae conclusiom of Aeology to 
prove the existence of a primitive tradition, common to Ae 
different branches of Ae human race and going back to 
Ae origin of mankind. And even in defeult of any positive 
sources of information, it is a very reasonable conjecture 
Aat Ae first man received fix>m God knowledge togcAer 
wiA existence, Aat by education he might comjdcte Ae 
work of procreation.”* Indeed I think Aat, in spite of my 
deep admiration for the intelligence, intellectual int^rity, 
sdbolarAip, and moral courage of M. Maritain, I Aid his 
opinion more difficult than that of Epicurus, and Ae 
concepticHis of anthropology that necessarily devolve firom 
it less valid, for all Ae centuries that have passed since then, 
than Aose taught m Ae Garden in AAens. 

If we pass firom consideration of Ac justification of Ae 
Epicurean Aeology to consideration of its bearing on his 
system as a whoK we are struck by two things. A Ae first 
place, while maintaining belief in gods, Epicurus has 
banhhed Aem finom any control of Ae physical world. He 
had faiA, but not a AiA Aat could move mountains. This 
removes Ac source of fiictirai between rc%ion and science 
Aat has jttoved an anbarrassment for modem Aought. A 
Ae second place, Ae influence of his gods cm men is purely 
moraL His gods hefld out no rewarA or puniAments for 
men m this worlA and Epicurus Ad not believe m Ae 
next Epicureans were taught to stram towards Aeir gods 
wiA dwotion and lovt^ ami to expect Aat if Aey kept 
Aeir hearts pure Ae holy images that streamed firom the 
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bodies of the gods would enter freely into their minds 
carrying with them something of the diving peace and bliss.* 
It was a religion without fear, a religion without miracles, 
a religion without ofrerings other than that of a pure heart, 
based on the traditional beliefr of the people, not necesarily 
requiring temples or a priesthood, but demanding only a quiet 
mind. The Epicureans were a sort of Society of Friends 
with a system of Natural Philosophy as its intellectual core. 


1 De Sawn Natura, i, 684-689, 798-802, 817-829. 

* For the Epicurean notion of the progress of man in history towards 
freedom from necessity sec Letter to Heroiotus, par. 75 : "Moreover, we 
must suppose that human nature too was tar^t and constrained co do 
many Ainy of every kind merely by circumstances; and that later mi 
reasoning elaborated what had been su^;estcd by nature and m ade 
fiirther inventions, etc.” Thus Purpose makes its appearance in the course 
of history. It is not a metaphysical, but anhistoric^y acquired, character 
of man. 

* The univetsal tradition that Epeurus taught the indiflfctence of the 

gods to men has been dispOTed by the sutxess of C 3 iristian Jensen in 
reconstructing from the Herailanean fiagments a new letter of Epicurus. 
It is now dear that what Epicurus tai^ht was the indifference of the 
gods to hid men, but their active friendlines, to good. See Christian 
Jensen, Bin nem Berlin, 1933- A fuller acconirt of Jensen's 

discovery is given in my own article, "The Gods of Epicurus and the 
Roman State” {The MoiemXiumterlj, vtd. i. No. 3). 

* Cf. Rqgmettf LXXIX: ‘The man who has attained to peace oi 
mind (o' ardpaxos) does not cause disturbance to himsdf or anybody 
else.” 

® Jacques Maritain, Introduction to iMosophy, $ieed and Ward, 
p. 24. 

* Sec Incretins, De Rewm NSifttW vi, 75-78. 
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EPICUREANISM REACHES ROME 

Epicureanism abolishes the police function of religion. Creek 
efforts to restore the impressiveness 'of the Cults. Polybius finds 
the Roman Senate supreme in the exploitation of religion for 
political ends. Epicurean philosophers expelled by the Roman 

Senate. 


One effect of t3ie Epicurean system was to abolish totally 
the police function of religion. The region which saw in 
the lightning, the thunder, earthquake storm, and disease 
manifestations of the wrath of offended deities was dis- 
missed as superstition. The fear of suffering after death was 
dispelled by the doctrine of the mortality of the soul. And 
the reformed popular religion recommended by Epicurus 
explicitly taught that the gods do not concern themselves 
for good or iU with bad men. 

It would be interesting to know the extent to which his 
system had influenced ancient society. An accurate answer 
is impossible, but that its influence was very wide is certain. 
Diogenes Laertius, writing in the early years of the third cen- 
tury of our era, speaks of the statues with which his native 
UnA honoured Epicurus, and of his friends “so numerous 
that they could hardly be coimted by whole cities.” The 
precise meaning of this enthusiastic compliment is not dear.. 
But it is dear that groups of adherents soon came into 
existence all over the Greek-speaking world; and we know 
that they were organized, and that systematic instruction was 
supplied. In one of the extant fragments from his writings 
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we find Epicurus exclaiming: '‘Friendship goes dancing 
round the inhabited world sunimoning us all to awake and 
share in the Blessed Life.’^ Friendship and the Blessed Life 
are technical terms in the movement; the sentence reads like 
a jubilant cry at the spread of the sect. 

The phrase “the inhabited world,” too, may engage our 
attention for a moment. It serves to remind us that the 
sphere in which Epicurus hoped to operate was no longer 
confined to his native city, but was coextensive with civiliza- 
tion. The third century was not a happy one for the Greek 
world, but at least there was a growing sense of the unity of 
mankind. The reasons for the unhappiness of the Greek 
world at this time have been brilliantly analysed by Tam.^ 
Briefly, the gulf between rich and poor had widened, and 
the fear of revolution haunted society. This fear was an old 
one; but, whereas in the days of the independent city-state 
each city had more or less conducted its own revolutions 
and counter-revolutions, now, with the growing unity of 
the Greek world, revolution and counter-revolution tend to 
become ecumenical. A threat to the rich in one city is felt 
to be a threat to all. The Greek States begin to explore the 
possibility of federal government, and an essential feature of 
the various Leagues that now begin to dominate the political 
scene is the proviso that the whole force of any League shall 
come to the help of a city that is threatened with internal 
revolution. After the socialist revolution in Sparta effected 
by King Cleomenes, the Macedonian monarch Antigonus 
formed a new league explicitly to attack, not Sparta, but the 
revolution. 

It was a society thus tom by civil strife that began to be 
permeated by the Epicurean movement. And it was such a 
society that Epicureanism taught men to renounce. If 
Epicurus called on men to “ Free themselves from the prison 
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of biifflicss an.<l poEtics,^^ it was not an invitation to a 
psytadisc of ifolfif fucfit€^ He called dicni out of a ruined 
world in wMch **it5St was stagnation and activity madness 

into an dSGwt to make a better. “Most men,” he taught, 
“fear frugaiity, and through their fear are led to actions 
most Ukely to produce fear.” “By means of occupations 
wmdi.y of a bcatt abundance of riches is heaped up, but a 
life results.” At the root of dvic ambition lay the 
fear of the jungle. Haunted by fear men trampled each other 
down. “Men wish to hecowc femous and conspicuous, 
because they think diat they will thus win safety for them- 
selves feom other men.” But “he who has learnt the limits 
of life knows that that which removes the pain due to want 
mi the whdb of life comjdrte is easy to obtain; so 
fhat dare is no need of actions wldch involve competition. 
“Of all die fhiugs which wisdom acquires to produce the 
of the complete life, fer the greatest is the posses- 
sion of fiiend^p.” Organize yourselves, then, for the study 
of Nature and tie practice of friendship, and hu m a n life 
win s^proximate to die divine. 

It is understandable that a prt^ramme of this sort should 
have appealed to a distracted sodety such as we have been 
desexib^, and have secured a numerous following. It is less 
obvious why it diould have produced hostility, as it did, 
among the governing class. Epicurus was not proposit^ 
canceBadon of debts, redivisiOTi of laml, or a revolt among 
the slaves. So far as the evidoK* goes he was not a revolu- 
titmaiy. The basic question o£ production does not seem to 
have occupied his mind. He was not proposiiig that the 
disdnetioa between rulers and workers should he abolished, 
and that all should be compelled to take a hand in productive 
work. He thought that there would easily be cnoi^h for all, 
if men only undeistood how modest are their real needs. He 
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was a prophet of the simple life, naive and innocent in the 
sphere of political theory. Why, then, should governing 
circles have frowned upon the movement he initiated i 
The answer would appear to be that, in the society we 
have described, that is to say a society tom by civil strife, 
governing circles in general took the opposite view to that 
urged by Epicurus on the question of the rel%ious.enlighten- 
ment of the masses. While to Epicurus it appeared Aat the 
minds of men could never be at rest while Acy were stufr^ 
with false notions on the nature of things, to the rich 
oligarchs it appeared that society, that is to say the political 
system under which they enjoyed their privileges, could 
never be safe unless they coptinued to apply the policy o 
the Noble Lie. While Epictttus and his disciples were busy 
disseminatir^ a view of things which had deprived re%ion 
of every vestige of value as an instrument of political 
domination, the princes and potentates were booming 
increasingly aware that never more than now had society 
needed a religion that would inspire in the dispossessed a 
wholesome fear of meddling with the constitution of diings. 
Efforts were made, as Nilsson has pointed out, to increase 
the impressiveness of religious performances by external 
means. In the matter of lightii^, the old-frshitmed torches 
were replaced by a multitude of lamps. In the Dionyriac 
mysteries the sole mn tones of the watec-oigan prepared the 
celebrants for the awakening of the god. The PlatcMoic and 
Stoic astral gods began to invade the traditional jfrstivals, 
mvesting them with a new awe. The priestly knowledgt 
traditioiial 'in the aristocratic femilies was written down, 
collected, systematized, and adapted to fresh use. Th<Me 
equipped with this sacral knowledge constituted a new 
profession. Timotheus, a n^ber erf the ancient priesdy 
ifrmily of the Eumolpidae, who had charge ot Eleusinian 

163 



BPICUREANISM REACHES ROME 

Mysteries, became, in the phrase of Nilsson, a kind of 
minister of public worship to Ptolemy I, helping him to 
found a branch of the Eleusinian cult and to establish the 
cult of the new national god, Serapis." The aid of science 
was invoked to produce temple “miracles.” Statues moved 
and w'ept, the doors of shrines mysteriously opened, 
wooden doves soared and came again to earth, by the aid 
of currents of hot or cold air or water. By ingenious 
arrangements of syphons the miracle of turning water into 
wine was constantly available as a stimulus to faith in 
the supernatural 

These considerations all imply a conflict between die 
religion of the polis and the scientific raiaissance of Ionia 
which explains the arrest in the development of Greek 
science. The Greek city-state has been, perhaps, over-praised 
in one particular. It is claimed that the ideal of the city-state, 
which identified the man with the citizen, produced a type of 
human excellence unknown in the world before. There is a 
measure of truth in this. But I would urge that where the 
identity of man and citizen was complete, as in Sparta, 
culture stagnated; that in Athens the Ionian enlightenment 
and the constitution of the city-stote proved increasingly 
incompatibk; that the Ionian tradition could only be 
revived by Epicurus because the city-state had degenerated 
and he withdrew himself from it; and that the reason for the 
incompatibility of die city-state with Ionian science lay in 
the utyust social organization of the State. In a city-state, 
where striking inequalities of wealth prevailed and where in 
consequence dvd war was endemic and often violent, the 
religion of the State tended more and more to be transformed 
by the ruling-class into an instrument of mental oppression 
utterly incompatible with the spread of enlightenment. This 
was the main reason for the slow stranguladon of the great 
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Speculative movement of natural philosophy that began in 
Ionia in the sixth century, flourished for about two hundred 
years, and then slowly died for about another eight centunes. 
The other main reason for the decay of Greek science, not 
discussed in this book, was its divorce from the productive 
activities of life which resulted from the prevalence of a 
slave economy. Both these causes for the ultimate failure of 
the great scientific movement of Greece have their roots deep 
in society. 

Epicurus died in 270 B.c. We cannot be sure when his 
philosophy first reached Rome. But we do know that within 
a hundred years of his death the Roman Senate had given 
evidence of its dislike of it. In the year 173 b.c. the Senate 
expelled from the city two disciples of Epicurus, Alcaeus and 
PMiscus, for “introducing pleasures.”* Significant of the 
spread of the propagandist activities of the sect is the fact 
tha t while in the West we have this first evidence of conflict 
between Epicureanism and the great centre of government 
in the Tralian peninsula, in the East, in Antioch, that strange 
monarch Antiochus Epiphanesis said to have been converted 
to the Epicurean view. Here again we are dependent upon 
the recent interpretation of a fragment of papyrus for this 
remarkable information. From it we Icam that the Epicurean 
RhUonides went to the Syrian court, accompanied by a 
large body of literary men, for the express purpose of 
securing this important convert. “After Antiochus had been 
plied with a battery of no less than one hundred and twenty- 
jive tracts he succumbed.” The great influence which Philo- 
nides thus acquired he endeavoured to use to promote 
humanitarian ends.® 

The action of the Roman Senate is an important due to 
the character of Epicureanism as a social force at this time. 
The wisdom of the Roman Fathers is proverbial, and their 
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advtxfc juclgjnicnt on the new philosophy, if we could 
wfwWyfaqd its motive, should be illuminating for our 
enquiry. Unfortunately, though the political wisdom of the 
Roman govenmaaut at this epoch was great, neither the 
Itteiary culture of the dty nor its political condition was 
such qoestiODS of social poli^ became matters of 
literary polemic or public discussion, as they did in the 
democracy of Athens. We have therefore no philosophical 
dialogue, sdenrific essay, or tragic drama from Roman 
sources which might supply the deficiency in our informa- 
tion. Nor are there many who will feel that the whole mind 
of the Senate has been revealed to posterity in the brief 
tradition that the philosophers were expelled for “intro- 
ducing pleasures.” It is doubly fortunate, therefore, that we 
should possess from an outside source of umque authority a 
characterization of the mind and policy of the Roman 
Senate on riiat particular problem of contemporary society 
with which the Epicureans made it their business to meddle. 

Six or seven years after the expulsion of the Epicurean 
philosophers, the Greek statesman Polybius was brought 
to Rome as a hostage and retained there for seventeen years. 
Owing to his intellectual eminence he was sought after by 
the more enlightened of the Roman ruling class, and came 
to exercise a pxifound influence on the thought of the most 
cultured men of the day, partictilarly those associated with 
the groi^ known as the Sdjaonic Circle. He, on his side, 
TOB so filled with admiration for Roman ways that he 
decided to devote his experienced pen to the recording of the 
story of Roman expansion, thus bringii^ their history for 
the £isi time unc^ the illumination of a sophisticated 
intellect used to die handling of ideas. Polybius, if not in 
odginalky the foremost Grcdc historians — we Reserve 
that honour fra: Hkiiicydyes — was certainly foremost in 
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political experience. It will be understood, then, tow 
fortunate we are to possess iris judgnaait on Ae attitude of 
the Roman Senate to that jaroblem, which, in the of 
what has been Ac main argoment of this book, may be 
claimed to have been Ae q)ecial concern of Bpienreanistn. 

“I will venture Ae assertion,” wrote Poiyirim, “Aat what 
Ae rest of mankind deride is Ae foundation of Ronian 
greamess, namely superstition. This elemait has bem rntro- 
duced mto every aspect of Aeir private and public life, wiA 
every artifice to aw^ the ims^fiiation, m a di^ee which 
could not be improved upon. Many pombly will be at a 
loss to understand this: my view is that it has been done to 
impress Ae masses. If it were pc»sible to have a State m 
which all Ae dtizens were philosophers, perhaps we mi^t 
dispense wiA this sort of thing. But Ae m asses m every 
State are unstable, full of lawless desires, of irrational anger, 
and violent passion. All that can be done, then, is to hold 
Aem m check by fears of the unseen and o Aer shams of the 
same soft. It was not for nothing, but wiA deliberate design, 
that Ae men of old mtroduced to the masses notiems about 
Ac gods and views on Ae after-life. The folly and heedless- 
ncss are ours, who sedk to dispel such iQusions.”* 

If we bear m mind that the one “plc^imre” above all 
oAers that Ae Epicureans sought to “mtrodude” was die 
ftreedom of mind that comes ftrom discarding fidse notions 
about Ae gods and views cm the after-life, we Aall be fidlyin 
possession of Ae motives of Ae Roman FaAerswhen dwyex- 
pdled Ae Epicureans m 173 B.c. for “introducing ^amres.” 

The main purport of Polybius’s statement — ^that Ae 
Roman Senate was successfully carrying out the re%kms 
policy we ftist found deariy defined m Oritias, and of 
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exigencies of his own time and place — is clear. But his 
analyas yields us more information than that. When he says 
that "the rest of mankind’* deride superstition, he must be 
referring principally, if not exclusively, to the Greeks; and 
his words are testimony to the progress of popular enlighten- 
ment among them. 

But there is a further point that emerges from his remarks 
which seems worthy of a slightly longer discussion. The 
conscience of Polybius is not wholly at case under the 
situation as he has analysed it. “If it were possible,” he 
writes, “to have a State in which all the citizens were 
philosophers, perhaps we might dispense with this sort of 
thing.” As a historian concerned for the truth Polybius was 
acutely conscious of the danger to his profession of the habit 
of the pious fiction. Thus in his Sixteenth Book, chap. 12, 
he refers to the report that a certain statue of Artemis, 
though it stood in the open air, was never touched by snow 
or rain, and continues: “Throughout the whole of my 
history I find myself somehow in continuous opposition 
to statements of this sort on the part of historians, and con- 
tinuously distressed by them. ... I admit that there arc cases 
in which historians must be pardoned for reporting marvels 
of this kind in so far as their intention is to maintjdn the 
piety of the mob towards the gods; anything that goes 
beyond this is inexcusable. Perhaps it is not easy in every 
case to fix the limit; it is not, however, impossible. We 
must excuse a little ignorance or even a little falsification ; but 
what goes beyond this ought to be rejected in my opinion.” 

It will be seen that Polybius’s solution of his problem is 
not very impressive; it is not one which a historian would 
find it very easy to apply in practice. We recall Jl M. 
RobcrtscHi’s coipment on “the fatal maxim of ancient 
scepticism, that religion is a necessary restraint upon the 
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multitude.” This, says Robertson, “brought it about that 
everywhere, in the last resort, the unenlightened multitude 
became a restraint upon reason and fee thought.”® 

But what in fact are we to think of the plea Polybius here 
advances in justification of the governmental technique of 
inculcating superstition ? Is it true that “the masses in every 
State are unstable, full of lawless desires, of irrational anger, 
and violent passion” ? It must be admitted that if this be the 
irreducible fact then the advocates of the Noble Lie have 
their justification. But is it the irreducible fact i When Plato 
formulated, in the Republic, this judgment on the masses 
(for Polybius is only repeating Plato), was it, in fact, an 
informed judgment on an extremely complex sociological 
problem or merely a convenient solution of his economic 
problem? Undoubtedly the latter. His ideal of society 
implied a ruling class exempt from manual tod and a large 
class of workers incapable of citizenship. It suited him to 
suppose, or pretend, that Nature had provided such a class 
of workers. The refusal of the workers to accept this doctrine 
was proof to him that they were unstable and full of lawless 
desires. 

This convenient solution of his economic problem was 
knit by Plato into the very structure of his social philosophy. 
Virtue for him was not a prerogative of humanity but of a 
class. “Let me note,” he writes, “that the manifold and 
complex passions and pleasures* and pains are generally 
found in children and women and servants, and in the fee^ 
men so called who are of the lowest and more numerous 
class. Whereas the moderate desires which follow reason, 
and are under the guidance of mind an'd true opinion, are to 
be found only in a few, and those the best bom and best 
educated. These types are represented in our State; but the 
meaner desires of the many are held down by the virtuous 
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desires and wisdoni of the few.”* Accordingly he diiTidcd 
society into a class of governors, who embody its reason; 
a class ofsoldien and police, who embody its courage; and a 
dass of workers, who embody — ^what ? Industry 2 Ingenuity ? 

Skill} Patience? Or any good tMng? No; but lust, greed, 
passion, violence! Reason, the distinctive virtue of the 
rulers, be situates in the head; course, the distinctive virtue 
of the armed forces, he situates in the breast; and the dis- 
tinctive virtue of the workers he situates in the belly and the 
loins! Such was the social philosophy to which Polybins, 
whose sympathies were ol%archic, subscribed. To these 
oligarchic sympathies of his, together with the Platoitic 
ideology which justified them, we owe his enthusiastic 
account of the success of the Roman Senate in the main- 
tenance of superstition for reasons of state. 

But the words of Polybius also reveal to us that the general 
progress of enli^tcnmcnt in Greece had been such that the 
analysis of Plato, with its corollary of government through 
superstition, no longer commanded universal intellectual 
assent. This progress, in the opinion of Polybius, had been 
such as to constitute a real threat to privilege. “The folly and 
hcedlessness arc ours (Le. the Greeks’) who seek to dispel 
such illusions.” This passage of Polybius, therefore, shows os 
Mediterranean civilization at the cross-roads and reveals the 
deep-seated contradicrion in Greek society which induced 
its oligarchic leaden to throw in their lot with Rome. The 
progress of enlightenment had reached a pitch at which it 
was incompatible with the social organization of the day; 
and the achievement of the Romans which the Greeks hailed 
with such respect did not consist simply, as history has been 
indined to stress, in sanitation and roadr-building, but, above 
and beyond these engineering triumphs, in the mental 
enslavement of the pco|dc. The str ugg le between Ionian 
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enlightenment and oligarchic society is no longer to be 
played out on the tiny stage of individual Greek city-states 
but on a vast stage commensurate with the dominion of 
Rome. With the spread of Roman power will go not only 
roads, sanitation, and taxes, but also their successful technique 
for the enslavement of the human mind. 

This was the juncture at which Epicureanism had its first 
encounter with the Senate at Rome. The Epicureans, as we 
have seen, despised the values of the oligarchic State, and 
opposed the spread of superstition. They thought the mob 
ignorant, but not incapable of enlightenment; indeed to 
spread enlightenment was the main purpose of their move- 
ment. They did not possess two doctrines, one for a ruling 
class and another for the ruled; they had only one doctrine 
which they were anxious to spread to all that needed it. 
Their movement was not an academic one, aimed exclusively 
at correcting errors of thought in rival schools. To correct 
such errors was necessary; but they did not separate error 
from its social consequences. Lucretius has told us what 
prompted Epicurus to his life’s work — the spectacle of 
human life prostrate under the weight of re%ion. Is there 
need to say more ? Is it not clear why the Senate dismissed 
the Epicurean philosophers from Rome? 

^ See The Hdlenistic Age^ by Bury, Barber, Bevan, and Tarn, 
Cambridge, 1925, pp. 108, 127, 157. 

^ See AthenaeuSy xii, 5 47 A. The date of the expuision is put at 
154 B.c. by Altheim (op. cif.y p, 532). The point is immaterial to 
my argument. 

^ See E. R. Bevan, Th House of SeleucuSy ii, pp. 276, 277. 

^ Histories y yi, 56. Cf, also Strabo, i, 2, 8; Livy, i, 19, 5 and 
xliii, 1 5 ; Plutardi, Numuy iv, 8 and viii, 3 ; Ammianus, xxi, 1,7-13. 
cit.y voL i, p. 155. 

® EjepubliCy iii, 43 1 . This is simply the Pindaric conception of 
oligarchy and democracy tricked out with a little pseudo-philo- 
sophy (cf. p. 80). 
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LUCRETIUS 

Tile intense passion of the poet. The purpose of the poem. The 
Invocation to Venus. Religio. The anti-Lucr^e chez Lucrece. 
The contemporary relevance of the poem. Epicureanism in Italy. 
Cicero and Luaetius. The Stoics at Rome. Varro and the three- 
fold classifcation of religion, Lucretius and the Delphic Oracle. 


All students of Lucretius in every age have been, agreed upon 
one thing, his passionate intensity. He possessed this quahty 
to a degree diat it is difficult, if not impossible, to match in 
any other writer. It is the distinctive thing about him. In 
common with all other students of his writings I have been 
conscious of it too. But I find that, while to me this passion 
and intensity is justified by what he has to say, and is, indeed, 
the only adequate response to the situation he describes, 
others find it unaccounable, that is to say, unrelated to the 
poet’s theme, and therefore to be explained in terms of a 
lack of mental balance. It was the wish to make a comment 
on the passion of Lucretius that led me to the composition 
of the present book. It did not seem possible to explain 
what I consider to be the motive for the arduus furor of 
the poet without an effiort to put his poem in a historical 
cocatext fiom which it has been divorced by time and 
circumstance. 

It was the opinion of Mommsen that the De Return 
Natura was forced out of the poet by the circumstances 
of his age. “Horror and antipathy towards that terrible world 
in general, in which and for which the ptiet wrote, si^gested 
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this poem.” This is just. But in what else he wntes Mommsai 
seems off the mark. He supposes the object of the poet’s 
attack to have been especially “the wild foreign faiths and 
superstitions of the multitude.” And he deplores the fact 
that so great a poet should have wasted his time disposing 
of such childish beliefs by the aid of a dreary philosophical 
system: 

“It is a remarkable fatahty, that this man of extraordinary 
talents, far superior in originality of poetic endowment to 
most if not to all his contemporaries, fell upon an age in 
which he felt himself strange and forlorn, and in con- 
sequence of this made the most singular mistake in the 
selection of a subject. The system of Epicurus, which con- 
verts the universe into a great vortex of atoms and under- 
takes to explain the origin and end of the world as well 
as all the problems of life in a purely mechanical way, was 
doubtless somewhat less silly than the conversion of myths 
into history which was atteihpted by Euhemerus and after 
him by Ennius; but it was not an ingenious or a firesh 
system, and the task of poetically unfolding the mechanical 
view of die world was of such a nature that never probably 
did poet expend life and art on a more ungrateful theme.” 

This is to misconceive both the character of Epicureanism 
and the relation of the poet to his task. In the first place 
Epicureanism is not a purely mechanical system; it was the 
specific originality of Epicurus in the domain of physics 
to have defended fireedom of the will in man as a product 
of evolution.^ And in the second place Lucretius was not 
a poet looking for a subject, he was a man with a subject 
who chose verse as the form in which to present it. Lucretius 
would be Lucretius if he had written in prose; he would 
not be Lucretius if he had not expounded Epicureanism. 
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To Speak of him as having made a mistake in die selection 
of his subject is to destroy all possibility of frmtful criticism. 
Lucretius is the author of the De Reruin Natura. And I do 
not intend this in the sense in which a writer of many 
works might, through the spite of time, be known to pos- 
terity only through one of them. With Lucretius obviously 
his book is his life. He is as much identified with it as W^alt 
Whitman is with his Leaves of Grass. The sincerity we look 
for in Lucretius is not simply that of a sensitive artist who 
will not cheapen his theme. He has a personal statement 
to malfff of the De Return Natura we may surely say. Who 
touches this bool touches a man. 

The opinion I wish to maintain is that the polemic of 
Lucretius was not directed wcdusivcly, or eveai mainly, 
against popular superstition, but that the object of his attack 
was the state cult as the mainstay and propagator of super- 
stition, and that he had special reason in the circumstances 
of his own day for the acerbity of his attack. 

I shall seek first to support diese opinions by an examina- 
tion of the opening lines of the first book of the De Return 
Natura. We should expect the poet to make his intention, 
and the scope of his work, dear at the outset. We shall 
find that in the first one hundred and fifty lines he has 
done so. 

Readers have been filled with equal admiration and 
astonishment by the Invocation to Venus with which the 
poet has chosoi to begin his work — ^admiration for the 
spirit and execution of the passage, astonishment that a poet 
supposed to have taught the indifierence of the gods to 
mortal things should have faltified his own doctrine at the 
outset by b^jnning widi a payer. While the admiration 
remains, the astonishment has been much abated by a better 
understanding of the Epicurean view of rei%ion as a whole. 
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and by a doscr examination of this passage itself. It was 
the teaching of Epicurus that belief in the divinity of the 
celestial bodies as recommended by philosophers was to be 
wholly rejected, but that the popular belief in the anthropo- 
morphic gods of Greek tradition was to be accepted with 
reserve. It is quite natural, therefore, and in the r%ht 
Epicurean tradition, that Lucretius should begin with an 
invocation to a goddess. And it is aho worthy of every 
emphasis that the giving up of the first forty odd lines of 
the poem to one of the most earnest and beautiful prayers 
ever composed by human lips is an indication of the kind 
of religion that is not being attacked when the terrific 
onslaught on religio opens at line 62. 

Before we consider the attack on reli^ there is a further 
point that needs to be considered. Epicurus had recom- 
mended belief in the popular gods, but with certain far- 
reaching corrections of the popular conception of their 
nature. This reformed theolpgy Lucretius is careful else- 
where in his poem to expound. In Book n (600-64.3) he 
has occasion to repeat the mythological account given by 
the ancient poets of Greece of the worship of the Mother 
of the Gods. This he at once follows up with the Epicurean 
theory of the true nature of the divinity. The poetical 
account, he says, is beautifiilly told but untrue. “For the 
nature of the gods must ever in itself of necessity eiyoy 
immortality together with supreme repose, fiu: removed 
and withdrawn from our concerns; since exempt firom every 
pain, exempt firom all dangers, strong in its ovm resources, 
not wanting aught of us, it is neither gained by fiivours 
nor moved by anger.” In our .printed texts of the poem 
no such explanaticm is appended! to the Invocation to Venus. 
But it has lately been shown (in my opinion beyond all 
reastmable doubt) that it was the intention of the poet to 
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work a similar statement of the Epicurean doctrine of the 
divine nature into this opening passage of his poem.* This 
would have made it clear in what sense an Epicurean could 
sincerely pray, and what kind of help he could righdy look 
for from a god. 

In order to get a correct understanding of the attack on 
reU^o, which then follows at once, it is vitally important 
to remember that the poem opens with a prayer, and was 
intended to continue with an exposition of the Epicurean 
view of true religion. Pint the positive religious teaching 
of the Master, then the praise of him for saving mankind 
from false religion. 

Let us now consider again the famous lines in which the 
attack on religion is hegxm: 

“When the life of man lay foul to see and grovelling 
upon the earth, crushed by the weight of religion, which 
showed her face from the realms of heaven, lowering upon 
mortals with dreadful mien, ’twas a man of Greece who 
dared 6rst to raise his mortal eyes to meet her, and first 
to stand forth to meet her: him neither the stories of the 
gods nor thunderbolts checked, nor the sky with its revenge- 
ful roar, etc.” 

Here it is surely clear that the religion which lowered upon 
mortals with dreadful mien, and of which the most typical 
representative is Zeus with his thunderbolt, is that useful 
political variety wc met in Theognis, Pindar, Critias, and 
Plato. And this identification may help us to imdentand, 
what is otherwise obscure, why Lucretius should daim 
priority for Epicurus in his daring venture. Of critics of 
popular religion there had been plenty before Epicurus; 
but, as we have seen, no one before him had organized 
a movement to emandpate men from the terrors of the 
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organized State cults. Finally, the passage contains evidence 
of another sort upon the character of Epicurus and his 
movement. It is notable that while the traditional account 
in ancient and modem times makes Epicurus out to be a 
weakling whose instinct was to slip out of the world of 
affairs in order to avoid trouble, the first quality his Roman 
disciple chooses to celebrate in him was his daring, his 
audada. I submit that courage is not the prime requisite 
in a man who sets out to attack what can properly be termed 
popular superstition. Those challenging lines in which 
Lucretius appraises the qualities exhibited by Epicurus in 
his task, 

‘‘primum Grains homo mortalis toUere contra 
est oculos ausus primusque obsistere contra, 
quern neque fama deum nec fiilmina nec minitanti 
murmure compressit caelum, 

were never sung in edebration of a man setting out to 
attack popular superstition in the sense of a pathological 
state of the individual soul prevalent among humble and ill- 
educated people. We are not reduced to conjecture here. We 
have from the pen of Plutarch, who was a staunch upholder 
of political religion, a lively and sincere attack on popular 
superstition which is well worth reading, and on the compo- 
sition of which he deserves every compliment for his good 
sense, public spirit, and humanity. But nobody on the head 
of it would feel moved to such admiration as Lucretius fdt 
for his Master; nobody would think of Plutarch as a sort 
of Prometheus defying Zeus for having written it. No, the 
courage was required by Ep^urus because what he was 
attacking (and what his disciple Lucretius proposed to attack 
after him) was not the supentition of the Htde people but 
the organized reUgion of the great. 
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rius Will appear stall more clearly in the sequel, in the 
cacampk of the iniquity of religio which Luctcuus chooses 
to give: 

“This is what I fear herem, lest haply you ^ould fancy 
that you are entering on unholy groun<ls of reason and 
treading the path of sin; whereas on the contr^ often 
and ofirati that very religion has given birth to sinful and 
unholy deeds. Thus m Aulis die chosen dneftains of the 
Danai, foremost of men, foiiUy j^Uuted with Iphianassa s 
blood the altar of the Trivian maid ... that thus a happy 
^nd prosperous departure might be granted to the fleet. 
So great the evils to which religion could prompt!” 

Here the villains of the piece arc not the ignorant mob, 
they are the dhosen chieftains of the Danai, foremost of 

men, „ 

“ductorcs Danai delecti, prima virorum, 

picked out for loathing and scorn with all the emphasis 
of alliteration and a striking figure of speech. And what 
they are busy with is not a piece of popular superstition 
but an oflScial act of state to secure a state purpose, the 
safe departure of their fleet on its mission of war. Here, 
too, we must note the deliberate intention with which 
Lucretius has contrasted the spirit of true religion and of 
Efis opening prayer to Veius was for peace; the 
murderous sacrifice of Iphigenia is for war. And that 
Lurrerius has other wars thm those of the Homeric ^e 
in mind hc indicates dearly enough by the echo of the 
traditional Roman formula, bonum filifc faustutn for- 
tmatmiqw sit, in the line 

“eritus ut dassifelixfaustusque daretur ”* 

Though Lucretius, doubtless firom motives of prudence, 
chose his example of the iniquities of religion firom the 
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remote past, he makes it plain immediately diat it is the 
present he has in mind : 

“You yourself some time or other overcome by the terror- 
speaking tales of the seers will seek to fall away from us. 
Ay indeed, for how many dreams may they now invent for 
you enough to upset the calculations of life and trouble 
all your fortunes with fear! And with good cause; for if men 
saw that there was a fixed limit to their woes, they would 
be able in some way to withstand the religious scruples and 
threatenings of the seers. As it is, there is no way, no means of 
resisting, since they must fear after death everlasting pains.” 

And not only is it the present he has in mind, but he 
envisages opponents whom he dignifies, and conceals, under 
the name of seers, who conduct a prop^anda of terrifying 
tales, which are not errors but deliberate inventions, the 
most important of which is a doctrine of eternal tormait 
after death; which belief is inculcated as the most efective 
way of crushing any possible spirit of independence. Against 
all this Lucretius proposes to set a true philosophy which 
will explain the luture of the universe, of the human soul, 
and of the gods. Such is the programme of the De Rerum 
Natura. Only incidentally is it a war on popular super- 
stition; the real object of its attack is the state cult, that 
cult of which Mommsen said that the essential characteristic 
was “the conscious retention of the principles of the popular 
belief, which were recognized as irrational, for reasons of 
outward convenience.” 

Yet many modem critics, in spite of what the poet says, 
are convinced that there was nothing in the ckcumstances 
of the poet’s day to justify the strength of his protest Thus 
Regenbogen, afbr recalling the passage in Polybius in which 
he commends the Roman Senate’s inculcation o£ super- 
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stirion by means of the state cult, adds “this time was over 
when Lucretius wrote. His representation of religion and 
its power is, like many other things in him, an anachronism. 
The tragedy of his life and work results iti no small degree 
from this fact.” Lucretius becomes a sort of Don Quixote. 
His life is tragic, his work is tragic. He is noble surely, 
but not so noble as pathetic. 

This is also Bailey’s view, who states on the evidence of 
Cicero in the Tuscultms that fears of the after-life were all 
but unknown in the Rome of Lucretius. He, too, is assured 
that Lucretius was fighting wind-mills. His view is that 
Lucretius took over from Epicurus the whole of his polemic 
against the fear of suffering in the after-life, and that the 
explanation of the violence of his denunciation of these 
eschatological myths is to be found in his lack of mental 
balance. “In his slightly abnormal state of mind it became 
an obsession.”* Lucretius, therefore, so far from being die 
liberator of die minds of his fellows, was the solitary dupe 
in his society of the exploded superstitions of another epoch 
and another land. So much for the marvellous third book 
of the De Rerum Natura. The theory of the pathological 
nature of genius has never achieved a more striking result. 

And what is the evidence for the slighdy abnormal state 
of the poet’s mind? It seems only an example of the fact 
that if you throw a lot of mud a litde is bound to stick. 
A hostfle notice of the poet’s life, preserved to us from 
antiquity by St. Jerome, reports die tradition that he was 
mad. This evidence is recogniKd as bad. But insufficient 
evidenceof madness can hardly be accepted as sufficient proof 
of abnormality. Meanwhile the function of the theory of ab- 
normality is clear. There being no motive for the passionate 
eamesmess of the poet discernible in the circumstances of 
his age, it is necessary to account for it in some other way. 
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The theory, though convenient, was superfluous. For the 
theory of the mU-Lucrlce chez Lucrke, originated by Patin, 
has satisfactorily performed the same function for over 
a hundred years, and to judge by its adoption by Sinker 
in his Introduction to Lucretius (1937) is still a favourite. The 
French Catholic critic to discount the eloquence and zeal 
with which the Roman poet supported a view of the nature 
and destiny of the human soul that was the opposite of his 
own, developed the theory that wherever Lucretius is most 
earnest in his argument, it is because he is arguing against 
his own inner conviction. Therefore if he brings twenty 
or thirty proofe of the mortality of the soul, this only goes 
to show that he was secredy convinced of its immortality. 
Now this theory of the anti-Luerhx chez Lucrke may be 
very important — ^for students of M. Patin. It is hardly of 
such importance in the history of Lucretian criticism as to 
have been allowed to occupy almost all the short space 
Sin leer had to give to his analysis of the genius of the poet.* 
With Sinker the tendency to reduce the spiritual excite- 
ment that pervades the work of Lucretius to no more than 
evidaice of internal disharmony reaches its final goal. His 
conclusion is: “The anxious and passionate missionary spirit 
that is evident throughout the De Rerutn Natura is due not 
so much to a disinterested wish to instruct Memjnius, nor 
even to a wish to convert mankind, as to Lucretius’ desire 
to force himself to the mould of the master who was so 
different from him " In Book I, 932, Lucretius announces 
his purpose in writing in the following terms: 

“religionum animum nodis exsolvere pergo.” 

(“I am setting out to unloose the mind from the knots 
of religion.”) 

How little, it seems, he undentood himself. He should 
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never have called his book De Remm Natura, but Titi 
LucreH Cart, TQN Eli: EAYTON BIBAIA Z. 

Those views of the polemic of Lucretius against religion 
which sec nothing in the ciraunstanccs of the age to account 
for its intensity and therefore put the whole emphasis of 
their interpretation on the supposed lack of mental balance 
or the unresolved spiritual conflicts of the poet are, it would 
appear, founded on a misconception. We have seen that 
it was the opinion of Mommsen that it was the horrors 
of the poet’s own ^e that had aroused his indignation. 
The French critic Martha is of the same opinion. Urging 
that the science of morality has neither interest nor origi- 
nality unless it is gathered, not from books but from life, 
in a few pages that are a model of critical acumen he relates 
the social satire of Lucretius to the morals of his age. “It 
is dear that he judges what is before his eyes, and that his 
superb invectives or disdain are addressed to the vices of 
his contemporaries.” “The morals of his age are always 
present to Lucretius, even when he is describing the primi- 
tive period of history.” “His thoroughly Roman morality 
is inspired by the sight of Roman irregularities. It carries 
its date on its forehead.” “If the theory of his morality is 
borrowed from Greece, it has taken under the hand of 
Lucretius a strong Roman colouring.” “He is a Sallust in 
verse."* 

Nor is the opinion of the latest German historian of 
Roman religion in favour of the view that Lucretius was 
a reader of books rather than a critic of life. “In this polemic 
we see as in a mirror all that we have seen to be characteristic 
of die last century of the Republic.” “All this is seen and 
attacked under the specifically Roman form of religio — ^the 
Roman and Italian tinge is scarcely ever wanting.” * 

As regards the fear of death in the Rome of Lucretius, 
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it was indeed the opinion of Macaulay that the Epicureans 
had “exaggerated immensely the efect which religious 
horrors and the fear of future punishment had on their 
contemporaries, for the purpose of exalting iheir master, 
as having delivered mankind from a horrible mental 
slavery.” But this opinion of Macaulay’s is of less interest 
in itself than for the comment it called forth from one who 
was a better scholar though a less eminent man than he. 
H. E. P. Platt* refers to the opinion of Macaulay, and avows 
his own contrary belief: “To myself, however, and I think 
to most readers, Luaetius appean, if ever man did, to write 
in grim earnest.” He then comments upon the apparent 
contradiction, that certain Latin- authors laugh at these 
fears, and suggests a solution: “I think modem experience 
supplies an explanation. Fifty years ago” (he was writing 
in 1905) “the prevalent teaching was that the majority 
would be doomed to eternal torments. That was the 
doctrine commonly heard from the pulpits, and set forth 
in books for children. Yet a student two thousand years 
hence, of F.ngli.sh literature of that period will find hardly 
any traces of such teaching. I infer, then, that literature 
is here an msuflSdcnt guide; and that, in spite of Cicero 
and Caesar, the doctrine of future torments was taught in 
the time of Lufcretius, and revolted h i m , as the like doctrine 
has revolted some people in our own days.” 

Platt’s explanation, though far from complete, is on the 
r^ht lines. We shall ^vance the argument further if we 
take up his allusions to Caesar and to Cicero. The reference 
to the former is to the famous occaaon, during die debate 
on the punishment of the Canlinariah conspirators, when 
Caesar, who was then Pontifex Maximus, denied openly 
in the Senate a future life in terms which would seem to 
imply that many of the Senators would agree with him. 
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The reference to Cicero is principally to a familiar passage 
in the Tusculan Disputations (i, 48), in which Cicero is him- 
self criticizing the claims of the Epicureans. “I often won- 
der,” he says, “at the extravagance of certain philosophers 
who marvel at natural science and in the transport of their 
joy render thanks to its discoverer and fotmder and do 
reverence to him as to a god. The)' say that through him 
they have been set free from tyrannous masters, from 
unending terror and daily and nightly fear. What terror? 
What fear ? Where is the old woman so silly as to be afraid 
of the bugbears of which you gentlemen would, it appears, 
have been afraid, if you had not studied natural philo- 
sophy?” On this Sellar comments: “Cicero is a better 
witness than Lucretius of the actual state of opinion among 
his educated contemporaries. The exaggerated sense enter- 
tained by Lucretius of the influence of such terrors among 
the class for whom his poem was written, is a confirmation 
of his having acted on the maxim Xdde ^uocas^ (live out 
of the world).” And on this again Regenbogen comments: 
“The Roman nobility must have found the poet s holy zeal 
either comic or shocking.” 

When Sellar speaks of the class for whom” Lucretius 
wrote, and when Regenbogen reflects what the effect of 
his poem must have been on the nobility, they inadvertently 
raise the point that serves to clear up the confusion in which 
the topic has so long been involved. What was the class 
for which Lucretius wrote i In the narrow sense, without 
doubt, the educated governing class. Memmius, to whom 
he addressed his poem, was a member of this class; the 
idiom is that of Ae governing class of Rome. But if we 
ask, whom was the poem meant to serve?, the answer is 
“the general mass of the people.” Memmius is simply the 
individual to whom he addressed what was meant for 
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mankind at large. Thus, in the prelude to his Fourth Book, 
in which he speaks to us more intimately than anywhere 
else about his intentions and the technical problems they 
raised for him as an artist and teacher, he tells us that the 
poetical graces are intended to make the physical doctrine 
more palatable and, in doing so, makes clear the wider 
audience he has in view: “So I now, since this doctrine 
seems generally somewhat bitter to those by whom it has 
not been handled, and the multitude shrink back from it in 
dismay, have resolved to set forth to you our doctrine in 
sweet-toned Pierian -verse, etc.” He clearly thinks that, if 
he can succeed in interesting Memmius, he may succeed 
in reaching a wider audience too.® To repeat what is 
essential to the understanding of the matter, the Epicureans 
had but one doctrine for all classes and Lucretius could not 
but think beyond the individual to society in general. 

But this would not be true of Cicero and of Caesar. 
Caesar, when he spoke in the Senate, knew that he was 
addressing the organ of oligarchical government. A scep- 
tical remark from him, even as Pontifex Maximus, is 
evidence of nothing but his realism and his contempt for 
the hypocrisy of his fellow senators. It affords no evidence 
at all of the state of feeling on the question of the after- 
life among the people generally. 

Similarly Cicero’s disavowal of belief in the myths about 
the next world, among a circle of philosophic friends, 
implies no more than Aristotle’s casual commmt to his 
au^ence in the Lyceum on the political function of 
myths. But it misses the point of the Epicurean campaign, 
probably deliberately. The Epicureans aimed at sweeping 
such superstitions out of the minds of the people, where 
we have every reason to suppose that they stiU existed; and 
where Cicero, as we shall see, was sometimes anxious to 
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implant them.“ They further had the ambition to sweep 
out of the minds of men like Cicero himself , the Pyiha- 
gorean and Platonic belief in the immortality of the soul 
which Cicero, in the same passage of the Tusculans, imme- 
diately goes on to avow. Neither the Caesarian nor the 
Ciceronian reference, therefore, afford the slightest evidence 
of the unreality of the terrors, and errors, which the 
Epicureans sought to dispcL The terrors existed in the 
populace at large; the errors in the mind even of the 
educated governing dass. And, said the Epicureans, where 
error still lurked, Aere terror might easily raise its head. 

Nothing, indeed, proves more clearly the alert awareness 
on the part of Lucretius of the actualities of his day than 
the passage in the opening of the Third Book“ where he 
discusses the fear of death. It is written with the closest 
relevance to the picture which emerges from the pages of 
Cicero we have just been considering. Having first praised 
Epicurus for b anishing from men's minds the fear of punish- 
ments in the life to come in Acheron, Lucretius goes on 
to discuss the very type represoated by Cicero and his 
friends, namely those who for various philosophic reasons 
avow their disbelief in the terrors of the next world, but 
when in. trouble, through lack of a sufficient understanding 
of “the nature of things,” drop back into them. The passage 
is thoroughly Epicurean in tone. From Epicurus comes the 
idea that at the root of dvic ambition lies the very fear of 
death of which (he great ones of the world claim to be 
free. But though the passage is Epicurean in doctrine, it 
is completely .thought out afresh in terms of Roman life. 

It may be well to pause for a moment to consider addi- 
tional evidence of the relevance of the tone and argument 
o£ the De Reruiln Natura to the actual circumstances of its 
lay. The evidoKe may be of two kinds, that which rises 
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firom die general atmosphere of the poem, and diat which 
concerns particular passages. Of the former kind none, 
perhaps, is more convincing than the attitude of the poet 
to rival philosophers. In the Athens of Epicurus, although 
a special attention might be directed to the contemporary 
school of Stoicism, yet the opinions of the Academy and 
the Lyceum could not but be frequendy present to the mind 
of the Master in his vreitings or his discussicm. To Lucretius 
the situation presents itself in quite another light. There 
is only one rival school, that of the Stoics; and Lucretius 
does not so much dispute the opinions of schools older 
than theirs, as dispute the Stok use of them. Philosophy 
has become a single tradition of which Epicureans and Stoics 
are the rival heirs. So much is this so that Lucretius often 
is not concerned to name his opponents. He says “they,” 
and it is imderstood to whom he refen. But this corresponds 
to the situation of Rome in the middle of the first century 
B.C., not to that of Athens in the beginning of die third. 

Similarly, if we now come to derive an argument from 
a particular passage, when in the opening of the Sixth Book 
Lucretius has expounded the atomic theory of thunder and 
lightning in accordatux with die orthodox Epicurean view, 
he at once proceeds to make a Roman applkatitai of his 
doctrine. My explanation, he says, is the proper attitude 
to these phenomena; one ought not to thumb Etruscan 
roUs in the vain hope of learning from them how to dis- 
cover in the diunder and die lightning the hidden purpose 
of the gods. But such thumbing of Etruscan rolls was still 
ft hvmg tradition in Rome; M. Tarquitius and A. Caecina 
were expounding in Latin the significance of %htning 
as a revelation of the divine mind; and Varro and Nigidius 
Hgulus were giving thek support. It was indeed a hoary 
superstition that Lucretius attaicked when he attacked the 

187 



LUCRETIUS 


litruscan lore ot thunder and lightning; but alas, it had 
the backing also of Cicero, who recommends {de Legibus ll, 
9, 21) the revival by the State ot this Etruscan superstitiom 

Further proof of the actuality of the De Rerum Natura will 

meet us as we proceed. . i i j r 

Let us now resume the chronological thread or oitt 
enquiry from the year I73 when the Senate expelled 
the Epicurean philosophers from Rome. The evidence we 
possess is against the view that the Senate had mu^ succ«s 
with its policy of regression; for it is apparently m the 
middle of the same century that we must place the activity 
in Italy of Gaius Amafinius, the fint man known to m to 
have popularized the ideas of Epicurus in the Latin lan- 
guage. Of the effect of his teaching Cicero speaks in the 
Tusculans. Deploring the tardy appearance of the various 
Socratic schools in Rome, he continues: To fill the gap 
left by the silence of the various upholders of the Socratic 
tradition came the voice of the Epicurean Gaius Amafinius, 
and by the publication of his works the crowd had its 
interest stirred, and flocked to the teaching he advocated 


in preference to any other, whether because it was easy to 
grasp, or because of the seductive allurements of its doctrine 
of pleasure, or possibly because, in the absence of any better 
teaching, they clung to what there was. After Amafinius 
again there came a number of imitators of the same system 
and by their writiiigs took all Italy by storm. 

This remarkable passage not only reveals to us the early 
and rapid popularity of Epicureanism in Italy, but suggests 
very strongly the mass character of its appeal. It was a 
ferment in society. In another passage Cicero not only 
reinforces our understanding of the strength of the move- 
ment but given us a hint diat it was, if only loosely, 
organized. **There is a class of men, he writ^« with 
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reference to the Epicureans, “who wish to be calkd philo- 
sophers and are said to be responsible for quite a number 
of books in Latin, which I do not for my part despise, for 
I have never read them; but as on their own testimony 
the writers claim to be indifferent to definition, arrange- 
ment, precision, and style I forbear to read what affords 
no pleasure. What followers of this school say and what 
they think is not unknown to anyone of even moderate 
learning. Inasmuclf, therefore, as by their own showing 
they do not trouble how they express themselves, I do not 
see why they should be read except in the circle of those 
who hold the same views and read their books to one 
another.”^ In this phrase, the “circle of those who hold 
the same views and read their books to one another,” we 
shall surely not be wrong in seeing evidence of the exten- 
sion to It^y of the organized study groups we know to 
have been characteristic of Epicureanism. 

As regards the content of the teaching in these Epicurean 
groups, in spite of the sneer of Cicero at “the seductive 
Allurements of its doctrine of pleasure,” the evidence is that 
these Latin writers devoted Aemselves almost exclusively 
to the exposition of the physical side of the system.^^* 
The significance of this is beyond dispute. A popular 
movement to teach Epicurean physics means a popular 
movement to abolish bcHef in the political function of 
the gods. And here it is of interest to note a contradiction 
to the usual picture painted of the religious scoie in ancient 
Rome. That picture generally shows an enhghtened Senate 
strug gling to Stem the tide of Oriental supentition that welled 
up from die modey populace below. But here was a power- 
ful movement of rationalism spreading from below, carrying 
Italy by storm, as Cicero put it. And its reception firomi 
above was anything but encouraging. And yet Epicureanism 
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was, in faa, die one doctrine that might have prevented 
the capitulatioii of Western Eurofw before the Onental 
superstirions that finally submerged it. 

“Cicero,” Reid tells us, “hated and despised Epicureanism 
most sincerely, and one of his chief aims in undertaking 
his philosophical worb was to stem the tide of its popu- 
larity in Italy.”” But the hatred was not such as could be 
described merely in philosophical terms. When Cicero 
in the Tusculans, after expressing his profound admiration 
for Plato’s argument (in Phaedrus, 245) soul^ is 

eternal because it is self-moving, proceeds: All the plebeian 
philosophers — for that seems the proper name ft)r those 
who disagree with Plato and Socrates and their school 
may lay their heads together, and not only will they never 
unravel any problem so ncady, but they will not even 
appreciate the logic of the argument”— when Cicero ex- 
presses himself in this fashion with reference to his oppo- 
nents, the Epicureans, we understand precisely the force 
of the word plebeian. And when in the course of the attack 
on the values of the oligarchy with which Lucretius opens 
Book Two, we come again on the same significant word: 

“nec calidae dtius decedunt corpore febres, 
textilibus si in picturis ostroque rubenti 
iacteris, quam si in plebeia veste cubandum est,” 

11. 34-36 

(“fevers do not sooner quit your body if you toss on em- 
broidered purple sheets than if you lie in a plebeian blanket”) , 

we may ask ourselves whetntx we have not again one of 
those litde evidences of the actuality of Lucretius’s writing 
which are so easy to overlook, and one, moreover, full 
of significance. Lucretius knew very well what was the 
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doctrine of the “aristocratic philosophers”; he could 
have no objection to the description of his own as 
plebeian. 

A mystery has always surrounded the attitude of Cicero 
to Lucretius. We know from his own words in a letter to his 
brother Quintus that within a few months of the death of 
die poet he had read the De Rerum Natura and acknowledged 
his admiration both of its art and its genius; and his fami- 
liarity with the poem is borne out by many pass^es in 
his writings. But he never elsewhere refers to the poet by 
namft. It is hardly credible that this should be an accident. 
The Tusculcms was written within ten yean after the death 
of Lucretius; yet, in his opening chapters Cicero c l ai ms 
that “Latin literature has contributed nothing to philo- 
sophy”; and in the passage already quoted from die Second 
Book he refers to Ae many Latin books on Epicureanism 
and says that he has never read them. That this is false with 
regard to the De Rerum Nttiura we know. It would seem 
to be false with regard to other Epicurean writers also. Thus 
in his correspondence with Cassius, in the very year in 
which he wrote the Tusculans, he jokes about the technical 
terms to be found in the writings of the Latin Epicureans, 
which would seem to imply acquaintance with the books 
he says he has not read.^^ I have elsewhere stated my vkw 
of this inconsistency, namely, that Cicero has no reluctance 
to admit his acquaintance with Epicurean writings in his 
private correspondence, but is unwilhng to do ‘so . in his 
formal works.^* 

Such a reluctance on the part of Cicero would imply 
the existence of great tension in the Rome of his day 
between the Epicureans and the ruling oligarchy. And the 
fierce hostility of Cicero to the Epicureans is only the other 
side of the fervour which seems to puzde some critics in 
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the work of Lucretius. The nature of this tension will become 
clearer as we continue our enquiry. 

First a word or two is necessary as to the composition 
of the community of Epicureans in Rome and Italy. Cicero 
in the Tusculans gives us the picture of a mass movement 
of lower-class people discussing among themselves the un- 
distinguished writings of their plebeian school of thought 
But tins nameless multitude seems to bear no relation to 
the long list of distinguished individuals, many of them 
Cicero’s own personal friends, of whom we hear as mem- 
bers of the sect. It was sturdy not to Siro’s famous garden- 
school near Naples, the school to which Virgil went to study 
Epicureanism, that Cicero referred in such contemptuous 
terms. Nor was it to Velleius and Lucius Manlius Torquatus, 
nor to Piso, fadter-in-law of Caesar, nor to Crassus, the 
orator, nor to Titus Pomponius Atticus, and other more 
or less enthusiastic followers of Epicurus among the ruling 
dass. We arc forced to recognize two elements among the 
adherents of the philosophy of Epicurus in Rome and Italy, 
on the one hand a numerous band of “Httle people,” on 
the other members of the governing class, attracted by the 
teaching as a personal creed, but unwilling to push incon- 
venient tenets aoutrance. 

Amor^ the latter Cicero had no diflEculty in picking 
harmless exponents of the Epicurean creed to set up the 
ninepins for himself to knock down in the hastily con- 
trived philosophical dialogues with which he fed his hterary 
vanity. Such was the role of the Senator Velleius, more 
distinguished as such than as a philosopher, whom Cicero 
puts forward" as spokesman of the Epicurean point of view 
in his disquisition on The Nature of the Gods.^^ But Lucretius 
whoever he was socially (Mommsen thought he came from 
“the best circles of Roman society,” Regenbogen doesn’t 
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believe that he was even a Latin, let alone a Roman), 
obviously could be ass^ed no part in this polite literary 
game. If his poem, as Mommsen wrote, was produced by 
“horror and antipathy towards the world in which and for 
which he wrote,” Cicero and his friends were certainly 
included in that world as being of the very substance of 
the thing from which he shrank. 

The composition of the De Rerum Na'tura was the culmina- 
tion of an efibrt of Epicurean propag;anda in Italy which 
had lasted more than one hundred year's.*® The propaganda 
had been unwelcome to the Senate from the start. Never- 
theless, it had made headway, such headway, indeed, that 
the philosophic effort of Cicero was mainly directed to 
stemming the tide of its popularity. He hoped, by routii^ 
the Epicureans in the field of philosophy, to complete the 
victory he had achieved in the political field by crudiing 
the Catilinarians.** But Cicero was not the first opponent 
in the field. We have seen that for Lucretius the philosophic 
opposition was the Porch. To understand the temper of 
the Lucretian polemic s^ainst the religion of the state, we 
need to understand also where the Stoics stood in this 
matter. A glance at foe Middle, or Roman, period of 
Stoicism is vital to foe elucidation of our foeme. 

Stoicism, like Epicureanism, b^an 'wifo some d^ee of 
opposition to the aristocratic schools o£ Plato and Aristotle. 
There has been some dispute among aufoemties in recent 
times as to foe extent to which Stoidsm, in its first phase, 
might be called a revolutionary ferment in society. Bidez, 
in his fascinating study La Citi du Monde et La Gti du Soleil 
(1932), brought mu(fo evidence in supfort; of this view. 
This evidaice Tam in his Raleigh Lecture,, Akxander the 
Great and the Unity of Mankind (1933), sets himself, not 
without some degree of success, to dcstro)^ But foe fact 
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remains that, whatever • were the practical intentions of Zeno 
and his early disciple; », they were responsible for many 
sayings capable of a sex dally subversive interpretation. These 
sayings concerned no t merely such matters as traditional 
forms of worship and . education, but proclamations of the 
natural kinship of men and the natural community of wealth. 
The whole of mank ind, they uught, formed one great 
fellowship, societas. Bi at what were the rights of the individual 
members of this socie ty i Was it the heart of the Stoic teach- 
ing that all ought to 1 rave an equal share, even at the cost of 
some upheaval, whit ;h is the point of view for which Bidez 
claims recognition i n the first phase of the history of the 
school } Or was the 1 leart ofthe doctrine, as was certainly true 
in its last phase ani d as Tam thinks to be characteristic of 
it throughout, tha t social differences do not matter, that 
underneath extern; al differences all mai arc brothers, and 
that what is neede< d is, not to alter society, but to penetrate 
beneath it to the i mderlying harmony and find one’s peace 
in contemplation of the divine mind that guides it all; 
More briefly, wa s it a philosophy of revolt or of resig- 
nation; In spite c if all. that Tam finds to say, the evidence 
to me remains co ndusive that the movement went through 
a process of chanf ge, from a stage in which the revolutionary 
element was stre mg, to one in which its whole ethos was 
a mood of resig ,-nati on. Between these two extremes, and 
effecting the temsition between them, was the period of 
the Middle Stoa , due period in which Stoic teachers formed 
the mind of the goi /eming class in Rome. 

The broad fe: itur' es of this transition have been brilliantly 
sketched by Bid ez. "■ The conquest ofthe Orient by Alexander 
resulted in mo nart iiies with cosmopoHtan tendencies, in 
which petty di:stin ctions of race, religion, and dty were 
to some extent eff; aced by the one great contrast between 
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monarch and subject. Man thus denationalized needed a 
new morality to replace t^t foimded on the conception 
of the city-state. This need Zeno had met by a fusion of 
elements old and new. He completed the Cynic ideal of 
the independent individual man, which had arisen in oppo- 
sition to the identification of man and citizen characteristic 
of the city-state, by the notion of a new and wider law, 
the Law of Nature. 

The new concept of the Law of Nature did not, however, 
find a ready acceptance. The leagues of Aratus and Philo- 
poemen, the characteristic form of oligarchic activity in the 
Greece of this period, were attempts to revive the oM 
particularism of Greece (cf. p. i6i). And this was die cause 
that prevailed. The sodalistio experiment of die Spartan 
King deomenes was defeated; and the coimection of the 
Stoic philosopher Sphaerus with his plans caused Stoicism 
to be suspect with the supporters of the form of society 
that fotmd expression in the Greek city-state, now essentially 
a narfowly oligarchic ideaL Under these circumstances 
Stoicism lost its connexion with practical afiairs. The Stoic 
ideal was no long^ felt to be realizable on earth; and a 
chimerical belief in a City of the Sun took its place. Jmticc 
reigned in heaven if not on earth, whaice one day, accord- 
ing to the millennial hopes common at this rime, it might 
be expected to descend. 

Stxddsm was, thus, disappointed in its hopes of a new 
world m Greece and the East, and the West so far had been 
conridered as barbarous and consequendy despised. But 
when Polybius discovered in Rome the promise of an 
imperialist power the eyes of. the Stoic school were turned 
from East to West. “Abandoning thdr preaching on the 
deserted st^ of the Porch in Athens, the succe^n of 
Chrysippus went and established themselves at Rhodes, 
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then the centre of a vast international commerce, and there 
they became the educators of the Roman aristocracy. With 
Panaetius, the master of the younger Sdpio and of his 
friend Laelius, a renovated form of the system appears, that 
to which historians of philosophy have given the name of 
the Middle Stoa.” Henceforth die connexions which had 
brought Stoicism into compromising relations with revolu- 
tionary movements quickly fell into oblivion. 

Of the steps by which the Stoic teachers rid dieir doctrine 
of its undesirable imj^cations we have much evidence in 
Cicero. I quote a pass^e from his De Offidis which shows 
the Stoa adapting its teaching to life in the commercial 
town of Rhodes: 

“As I have said above, cases often arise in which expe- 
diency seems to come into collision with justice, so that 
if is necessary to enquire whether there is a plain incom- 
patibility or whether the two can be reconciled. The 
following is a case in point: Suppose for example an honest 
man is importing from Alexandria to Rhodes a great cargo 
of com, at a time when die Rhodians are in want and even 
starving, and the market price is high; suppose also that he 
knows that several merchants have sailed from Alexandria 
apd that he has seen dieir ships in transit laden with corn 
making for Rhodes; ought he to tell this to the Rhodians 
or say nothing about it and get the highest price he can 
for Ins own ? Remember we are supposing our man to be 
enlightened and honourable. What sort of argument and 
debate will he hold with himself, since he is not the sort 
who would concsal the facts from the Rhodians tif he 
thought it wrong, but is in doubt whedier it is wrong 
or not. 

In cases of this sort Diogenes of Babylon, that great and 
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weighty Stoic, used to take one Anew, his disdple Antipater, 
a man of the shrewdest understanding, another. For Anti- 
pater used to urge that everything should be told, so that 
the purchaser should not be ignorant of any single thing 
which the seller knew. Diogenes used to say that the seller, 
in so far as the civil law decided, was bound to declare 
any defects in his goods, hut for the rest he was to act 
without deliberate deceit, while tryir^, as seller, to get the 
best possible price. ‘I have imported the com,’ the merchant 
is entitled to say, ‘I have put it on the market, I am selling 
what is my own no dearer than anybody else, perhaps even 
cheaper, if I have a bigger supply; who is being injured?’ 
But on die opposite side the argument of Antipater makes 
itself heard: ‘Can I believe my ears? Is it possible that you, 
who ought to think first of your fellow-men and be the 
servant of human society, you who were bom xmder the 
Law of Nature and have adopted as your rule and guide 
in life principles of Nature which teach you that Your good 
is the common good mid the common good is yours, is it possible 
that you will conceal from men the abundance and plenty 
that are within reach?’ To this Diogenes might perhaps 
answer: ‘Holding one’s tongue is not the same as con- 
cealing things. I cannot be accused of concealing things 
from you, if I do not now inform you what is the nature 
of the gods and what is the highest good, though it would 
be much more important for you to know this than to 
know that whdat was cheap. But I am under no obligation 
to tell you' everything, it might be to your advantage to 
hear.’ ‘There you are quite wrong,’ Antipater will reply, 
‘it is necessary, unless you have forgotten that human 
society is a bond established by Nature.’ ‘I remember that 
well enough,’ Diogmes will reply; ‘but is the society of 
such a sort that nobody is to have anything of his own? 
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For if tbat is so, there or^ht to be no talk of selling at all; 
everything ought to be given away/ ” 

"We see here plainly enough how dhe Stoics were forced, 
if they took thdr own principles strictly, to condemn 
ordinary commercial practice and put themselves at odds 
widh society on a fundamental point. If they were unw nlli n g 
to put themselves into this position with reg^ to society 
as they found it, then they could only shelter, like Diogenes, 
behind die civil law. But when they thus decided that it 
was necessary to render to Caesar the things that were 
Caesar’s, it is didEcolt to see what was left that they were 
to render to the Law of Nature. The Stoic Law of Nature, 
indeed, was doomed to come off second best in every 
encounter with the Roman civil law. 

Plutarch, when discussing the role of ihe Stoic Sphaerus 
in the soci^tic land reforms of the Spartan King Cleomenes, 
cornices the Stoic doctrines to the poetry of Tyrtaeus 
whi A inflamed the souls of young men, and thm hastens 
to add that this fiery doctrine could be very dangerous. 
This piece of evidence as to the revolutionary character nf 
early Stoicism has, I think, not been allowed sufficient; 

weight by Tam.*® But the same “reformation” as made 
Stokism innocuous to sharp practice in trade made it also 
innocuous to monopoly in land. This point comes up 
prominmtly for discussion in Cicero’s treatise jpe Officiis. 

Thtis in Book I, par. 21, we read: “Tliqte is not such a 
thing as private property by Nature; it results eidier from 
andcut occupation, when mm in edd days moved into 
empty ground, or ftom ccmqoest, kw, bai^;ain, sak, 
or lot. Ibis is the way nations acquire foeir territories, 
and the same is true of individaals. Therefore su«te wi^ 
once was by Nature common prc^>arty has now become 
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private property, let each man keep what he has got. But if 
anybody wants more than he h£is, he will do violence to 
human society.” And again in par. 51: “Community of 
property is to be observed in this ‘sense, that what is assigned 
to individuals by the law or civr'J code is to be held in the 
manner established by law. For the rest we can obey the 
Greek proverb, ‘friends have all things in common.’ ” By 
such summary procedure is the Law of Nature subjected 
to the civil law of Rome. 

If I understand Tam aright, he will not have it that the 
advice of the Stoic "Sphaerus had any influence on the land 
reforms of King Cleomenes, nor that the advice of the 
Stoic Blossius guided the policy of Tiberius Gracchus in his 
attempt to arrest the progresss of land monopoly in Italy. 
I believe Cicero thought diflercndy. At least, after purging 
Stoicism of any theoretical ad.vocacy of common property 
in land, he proceeds by a natural transition to make his 
position dear on the matter of the Gracchan reforms (“The 
slaying of Tiberius Gracchus by Sdpio Nasica was an 
exploit by a private doaen as memorable as the destruction 
of Numantia by the general Afiicanus,” De OfHciis, I, 
par. 76) and on the land reforms of the Spartan kings (see 
Book n, par. 80, where the revolutionary Spartan King 
Agis is made the villain of the piece, and Aratus, the de- 
stroyer of the socialistic experiment of Cleomenes, is 
lauded to the skies). So much in illustration of the process 
by which Stoidsm was disinfected of its revolutionary 
associations when it had passed into its middle phase, that 
of becoming the official philosophy of the governing class 
at Rome. 

But the services of the casuists of the Middle Stoa to 
their Roman masters went beyond this. Their great achieve- 
ment was the investing the vdiole threatened system of 
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ol%axchical govemmeiit with the audiority of the new 
universal religion based on the doctrine of the divinity of 
the stars. The dialectic of Plato had, in the absence of 
progressive science to supply it with material on which 
to cxerdse itself, degenerated into a barren logic-chopping 
and negative scepticism; but his astral religion had come 
into its own. This learned superstition had been worked 
up by the, Stoics, with the aid of Eastern elements, into 
a grandiose system before which die mind of literally every 
pMosophic school, with the exception of the Epicurean, 
was paralysed. And this system was given a new application. 
Polybius had recognized in Rome the one government that 
truly understood the use of superstition. The Stoics went 
beyond this. They recognized in Rome the true Cosmopolis, 
die true City of the World. Rome itself as die then was, 
not any vision of a transformed society as dangerous men 
hke Sphaerus or Blossius might suppose, was the fulfilment 
of the divine plan. Plato’s abortive effort to transform his 
own pecuhar brand of astral gods into the gods of the city 
was repeated on a grander scale, and with success. 

It was not gods whose nature could be comprehended 
only by a difficult geometrical argument that were called 
upon to exercise their civic function in Rome. The Porch 
was too wise to inscribe over its pcatals the warning of 
the Academy, Let no one enter here who does not under- 
stand geomeuy. Its gods were accessible to those of a lesser 
mathematical culture, which was altogether convement 
considering the backwardness of the Romans in these studies. 
They carri^ a p:es%e with them, derived from theirremote 
Eastern origin, fir b^ond that with which the idiosyncrasies 
of Plato’s lofty genius could invest those of his own devisir^. 
Their dipity was not buttressed by so formidable an asray 
of intellectual aii^uinent as those of Plato’s Laws, but was 
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all the easier to believe in for that. And they were readily 
accessible through a technique of divination, adapted to the 
requirements of the smallest or the largest purse, which 
brought them into personal contact -with those who could 
not aspire to a comprehensive philosophical grasp of the 
vdiole system. 

The power of the. new conceptions derived from the 
East to supplant the tradition of Greek rationalism in the 
minds of cultured citizens of the Roman empire in the 
West may be understood from the appreciation of them by 
Diodorus of Sicily, the younger contemporary of Julius 
Caesar and of Cicero, and author of a Universal Histtwy. 
In his Second Book, in the twenty-ninth and following 
chapters, he gives us his imprestion of the new wisdom 
from the East The Chaldeans, he teUs os, belonged to the 
ancient Babylonians. Their priesthood resembled that of 
the i^yptians; the priests were dedicated to the service of 
the gods and spent their '^ole lives philosophizn^, being 
specially renowned for their knowle<%e of the stars. Their 
priesthood was hereditary; son learned from father, and 
was exempt from other public services. The authority of 
frther over son; and the fact that the studies were begun 
in childh(x>d and continued throughout life, gave the 
students an ^traordinary grip of the subjecx Moreover, 
the traditions were immeanoriaUy old and inahmbly fixecL 
The whole system ofiered a striking contrast widi Greek 
education, where a student approached plul<»ophy without 
preparation and too late in life, and after a temporary 
application to it was drawn away by the claims of everyday 
life. A few, who apply thanselves {o the study in ordor 
to make a profession of it, may persist; but tl^ are always 
innovating with r^ard to the most important doctrines 
and nevtr follow disir predecessors. Hmcc dw cemtrast 
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between the fiidty of the traditional dogma of the Chal- 
deans, and the uncertainty, fluidity, variety, and self-con- 
tradictoiiness of the philosophy of the Greeks. As for the 
content of the doctrine — the Chaldeans teach the eternal 
nature of the Cosmos, which has no beginning and will 
have no end. It is an orderly whole under the control of 
divine providence. None of all the things in heaven happens 
at random or of itself, but all are accomplished in accordance 
with a definite and established decision of the gods. And 
the priests, having observed the stars for very long and 
come to know the powers and the motions of eachy can 
foretell much of the future to man. 

It had been the woric of the early Stoics to harmonize 
this astrological teaching with the tradition of Greek philo- 
sophy. The man who, in the middle of the second century, 
further adapted it to the requirements of the enlightened 
oligarchy in Rome was Panaetius. He came of a wealthy 
family in the prosperous island state of Rhodes. His oppor- 
tunities for education had not been restricted by lack of 
means. He had studied in Pergamum and Athens before, as 
a man of graceful but encyclopaedic erudition, he found 
his proper setting in the Scipionic Circle at Rome. A friend 
of Polybius, he shared with him his enthusiasm for the 
Roman State and his interest in its governmental problems. 
In the Scipionic Circle both the Latin language and Greek 
philosophy found a new birth, largely under the inspration 
of Panaetius, who thus, became, as Arnold in his Roman 
Stoicism rightly claims for him, one of the chief architects 
of Graeco-Roman civilization. 

The works of Panaetius are lost, but we are in no doubt 
as to the character of his teaching. Cicero was not an avowed 
Stoic; he Hked to make it appear that in his heart of hearts 
he was more at home among the intellectual refinements 
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of Platonism. But he thought Stoidsm more suited to the 
public for whom he wrote, and it was largely by the trans- 
lation and adaptation of Stoic models that he created a prose 
vehicle for philosophy in Latin. The De Officiis, with which 
we were concerned a Kttle while ago, was adapted from 
Panaedus. It was from Panaetius that Cicero learned how 
the seeming extravagances of Stoic thought might be 
brought into harmony with the civil law. 

But the coping-stone of the Stoic achievement was the 
elaboration of a new civic religion by whidi the existmg 
state of society was consecrated as being the pattern of what 
god in his wisdom had ordained for man. Polybius, who 
had been an active politician in a Greece tom asunder by 
class-war before he was brought to Rome, and who had been 
preoccupied with the problem of achieving a more stable 
society there, had felt that one of the disturbing elements 
in Greece was the emancipation of the mass of the people 
from superstition, and the carelessness with which Gredc 
leaders of society regarded the decay of political religion. 
He was hims elf so sensible of the dangers of die spread 
of enlightenment that he was prepared in this one matter 
to compromise with his ideal of historical accuracy and to 
recommend that a proper propordon of pious fiction should 
be allowed the historian. 

But in his exile and captivity he was amaxed and delighted 
to find that the Romans, with their practical good sense, 
had solved the problem of the control of the masses hy 
a thoroughgoing organization of superstition. To Polybius, 
and to his friend Panaetius, it appeared that the political 
wisdom of Rome was such that she must rigjidy become 
mistress of the world. They betame Roman imperialists. 
But they were something more than that; they boame the 
first conscious theoreticians of Roman wmrld dominkm. The 
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spread of Roman power, however, did not mean to them 
a nationalistic enterprise in which Italians were to lord it 
over Greeks. In this they could hardly have joined with 
enthusiasm. It meant rather a reorganization of civil society 
throughout the inhabited world in the sense of a restoration 
of the oligarchy to power and the proper subordination 
of the lower elements in the population. To the achieve- 
ment of this end Polybius recognized that Rome had made 
an essential contribution in her capacity to organize, among 
other things, the domain of political religion. What the 
Gr^k thinkers might hope to contribute was a more 
conscious understanding of the problem in its world dimen- 
sions and its philosophical implications. In a word, they 
could provide a political religion adapted not only to the 
needs of the City of Rome but to the universal Empire 
of Rome. This was the work of the theoreticians of the 
Roman period of Stoicism.®® 

Tlie Stoics recognized three types of doctrine about the 
gods — the mythitil, the politicd, and the naturah The 
mythical was that handed down by the poets, and- was 
appropriate to their entataining work. The political was 
that which had been found exp^ent in dvil society. The 
third was that whith had been elaborated by philosophers 
in the various schools. Of these three types the Stoics con- 
demned none. The fint they would leave to the poets. The 
second they would impose on the mass of the people. But 
to die diird alone wotdd they allow any validity. This was 
the rparhing ^iopted by Varto in bis great work Antiquitates 
Rerum Hummanm et Divimrum, This work was being com- 
posed by Vamo sunuhanecxtsly with die composition of 
the De Rerum Naitka by loortius, and it would seetn idle 
not to recognize m them the rimultaneous culmination of 
two long rival traditioas. 
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We nave lost Varro’s treatise, but we possess the attack 
upon it of St. Augustine, in which he quotes verbally the 
sentences to which he objects; we may therefore feel con- 
fident that we are correctly informed as to the tone and 
content of the work. In his treatise Varro records that the 
Pontifex Maximus, Scaevola, that is the official head of the 
state rehgion, had contended for the recognition of the 
three types of reHgious teaching distinguished by the Stoics: 
that sung by the poets, that thought out by the philosophers, 
and that devised by the leading men in the State. Varro 
does not disguise the fact that in his own opinion the religion 
of the philosophers is the only one with any claim to truth. 
The subject-matter of this philosophical or natural theology 
is such questions as: Who are the gods? Where are the 
gods? What is their nature? Did they come into existence 
or have they always existed? Are they made of fire, as 
Herachtus believes, or of numben, as Pythagoras teaches, 
or of atoms, as Epicurus says ? But these sort of questions, 
he adds, can more easily bear discussion between the four 
walls of the schools than outside in the market-place,®* 

Varro recalls that Scaevola had given warning of the 
danger of permitting the debates of the philosophers to 
escape from foe schools into the market-place. What sort 
of opinions, Scaevola had asked, is it injurious to bring 
before the multitude? And be had answered: This sort of 
opinion — that Hercules, Aesculapius, Castor, and Pollux 
were not gods. Scaevola had therefore expressly concluded, 
and Varro supports his opinion, that “It is exp«lient that 
states should be deceived in the matter of religion.” 

Varro was the greatest intellectual figure in the Rome 
of his day. His book was enthusiastically received. Ihere 
is no room for doubt diat it was in line widi the thought 
of governing circles. His woric was published alxnjt the 
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time Lucretius died. Cicero was studying Varro and 
Lucretius simultaneously. In a private note to his brother 
he paid tribute to the genius of Ac dead poet, but his public 
eulogies were for Varro, and very flattering they were. Nor 
did he stop at eulogies. Being a statesman as well as a 
philosopher, he at once proceeded to Ae practical elabora- 
tion of Ac technique of state-control through reb^on. 
In 53 B.C. Cicero began Ae composition of his Republic 
and two years later he was busy on his Laws. In Aese 
treatises t^ Platonic technique of state-control through 
religion, on the improved Stoic model, is set out wiA 
great candour, life, public and private, is to be involved 
m a network of v^om obcrvanccs. Priesthoods are to 
be kept m Ae ban A of Ae aristocracy. The people, igcKmmt 
as to the procedure and rites smtable to Aese public and 
private observances, are to seek instruction from Ae prie^ 
And Ae reasem for Ais religious legislation is frankly given: 
“Ae people’s constant need for Ac advice and auAoiity 
of Ae aristocracy holA Ac state togeAer.”*® 

We know fiom anoAer of his works that Cicero did 
not bdieve in Avioation.** But m the Laws he informs 
us Aat “the institutiem and auAority of Uigurs is of vital 
importance to the state. I do not say Ais because I am 
myself one, but because it is vital to maintain this opinion. 
. . . What welder privilege is Acre than to be able to 
mterrupt a piece of public business if Ae augur says. On 
another days What more wonderful thin g than to be able 
to enforce Ac resignation of a consul e What more of Ae 
essence of re%ion {(paid religiosius) than to be able to give or 
withhold Ae right of approaching Ae people or Ae plebs ? 
than to be able to abolish a law which is not just ?” It is 
Cicero himself, earlier in Ae same book, who underh'nfs 
Ae significance of Ais last remark, by re minding his friend 
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Atricus, as they exchange compliments on the amenities 
of their vast estates, that men like Tiberius Gracchus would 
have had them broken up if it had not been for the ability 
of the augurs to ‘'abolish a law which is not just/'^’ 

Such were the activities of the two leading literary figures 
in Rome in the years immediately preceding and following 
the death of Lucretius. Furthermore, their elaborate presen- 
tation of the case for saving society by the maintenance 
or inculcation of superstition is not an isolated phenomenon 
but is in line with the practice of Roman government as 
testified to by Polybius, and the theory of such govern- 
ment as elaborated by the Stoic teachers of the Roman 
governing class, after Polybius and Panaetius had opened 
up to Stoicism the new world of the West. It is under such 
circumstances that we are asked to look upon the attack 
of Lucretius on religio as the feverish selfitormenting of a 
sick mind fighting over again in times of peace the batdes 
of the past. 

Regenbogen has a passage^^ in which he puzzles him- 
self over the different attitude of Epicurus and Lucretius 
to superstition. He points out that Epicurus, although 
opposed to superstition, was able to write books On the 
Gods^ On Piety, On Holiness. But Lucretius makes no dis- 
tinction between religio and superstitio, the norm and the 
excess; he unites them in the one condemnation. But if 
Regenbogen would open his eyes to the reality of the 
struggle in which Lucretius was engaged, he would see the 
reason for this. The distinction between religion and super- 
stition was valid only in ruling-dass circles whore a few 
choicer spirits were anxious to preserve themselves from 
what Plato, in similar circumstances, had called the Lie in 
the Soul. If you are a supporter of the thesis that It is 
expedient that States should be deceived in the maU& of religion, 
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and are in fact activdiy engaged in the concoction of the 
best lie for the purpose, then die question of not becoming 
yourself involved in it assumes a new and practical aspect. 
The lie is called superstitio, the error in which the masses 
are to be involved. But for one’s private happiness in 
this world and the next it is important oneself to hold 
a correct view of the divine nature, which correct view, 
to dk yingtiish it from the error of the masses, we call 
religio. At the same time, although among ourselves we 
know that the state religion is superstitio, this is precisely 
(he seaet that must not be allowed to escape from the 
safe confinement of the schools to the market-place, where 
the knowledge would be dangerous to society. Accordingly, 
for the consumption of the masses, superstitio is to be labelled 
reU^o. And so Lucretius, who knew precis^ what he 
was fighting, called it. That he did so is filler ptoof 
of the relevance of his writing to the contemporary 
situation. 

The organization of superstition, however, for reasons 
of state, though a contemporary problem, was not a new 
one. Lucretius must have known both its present and its past. 
Are we to presume that Lucretius did not know the 
opinions of Varro and Qcero ? Is it conceivable that the 
famous passage in which Polybius describes the policy of 
the Senate in matters of rel%ion was unknown to him? 
Had he never heard that Alcaeus and Philiscus, disciples 
of his Master, had been ejected from the City for “intro- 
ducing pleasures” ? Did he not know that Anaxagoras had 
been banished from Athens jfor a challenge to the obscurant- 
ism of that town ? Was he ignoiant that Plato had advocated 
death as the penalty for ^ bdliefr he, as an Epicurean, 
was determined to propagate? Did he not understand his 
own position in the secular battle of humanity and enlighten- 
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ment agamst tbe forces of privilege and persecution i Hiere 
is no reason to doubt it. 

Lucretius did not merely make his position dear as agamst 
contemporary supporters of the Noble Lie. He knew that 
he was but the last link in a long chain of those who had 
fought against the inculcation of superstition for reasons 
of state. Twice in his poem he makes a remarkable com- 
parison between the tradition of Ionian sdence and the best 
organized priesthood in the history of die Graeco-Roman 
world. He calls' the sdentific tradition “more holy and 
much more sure than what the Pythian priestess gives fordi 
from the tripod and the laurel of Phoebus.” So far as I 
am aware, these passages have escaped adequate discussion, 
and to them I beg to invite attention. 

There is a possible ambiguity in the interpretation of 
these words. It might be thought that Lucretius, looking 
about for a comparison that would stress in the most 
emphatic manner possible .the rdiability of the sdentific 
tradition, had chosen the most holy and certain' source of 
truth in the Greek world and, by a pardonable and readily 
intelligible exaggeration had claimed for sdence an even 
greater certainty than that. Cta. this view his words would 
indirecdy be a tribute to the otade of Phoebus. But to 
mention this hypohesis is to dismiss it. True there are 
modem historians in abundance who so handle the question 
of the inspiration of the Pythian oracle that one is left in 
doubt, at the end of their redtal, whether they do not in 
fiict beheve that the Source of all wisdom and povrar had 
for a season dedded to impart His message to .the worid 
through the mouth of the Pythia at Delphi, when she 
had chewed enough laurel or inhaled enough sulphur 
vapour, and when her priests had been suffidentiy “in- 
structed,” as the lawyers say. But nobexly can suppose that 
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Lucretius shared their bcHef. To hirn the oracle at Delphi 
was an organized imposture, one of the evils of which 
rehgion was capable, and he meant by his comparison, not 
to compliment it, but to fling down his challenge to the 
whole tradition for which it stood.®* 

The fitst occasion on which he uses the comparison is 
in his First Book, and in just that place in Ae book 
which gives it the maximum of significance. He has been 
obliged by the logic of his theme to run through the history 
of Ionian science and establish the point that the atomic 
system is its proper culmination. In doing so he has been 
obliged to combat the opinions of men for whose mind 
and character he has the highest respect, men whose achieve- 
ment excites in him the liveliest admiration and the hum- 
blest awe. In particular he has had to oppose some theories 
of Empcdodes, for whom he fdt a special veneration. In 
doing so he fears he may have given away a point to the 
opposition and accordingly chooses this moment to make 
his own position clear. These great men have, indeed, he 
says, greatly fallen in the fundamental principles of natural 
philosophy, but nevertheless “they gave out from the inner- 
most slnine of their hearts answers that were far more holy 
and far more sure than what the Pythian priestess utters 
firom the tripod and the laurel of Phoebus” (Book L 
737-739), The second occasion on which he uses the 
comparison (Book V, in, 112) adds to its significance. 
It is now for his own words that he claims holiness and truth 
above that of the oracle of Phoebus, thus taking his place 
in the succession. Munro finds the comparison on this 
second occasion “somewhat pompous and inflated,” and 
says that in the First Book it was “more in place.” But that 
depends on how one understands it. 

For the truth of the oracle of Phoebus was a crucial point 
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in. the age-old. battle we have been describing. It will be 
remembered that Pindar, who was so much at one with 
the oracle as to derive part of his income from it, had given 
his unreserved testimony to its omniscience and veracity. 
Behef in the oracle was thus inculcated in the finest achieve- 
ments of die choral lyric in the form in which it was 
devoted to the service of the Dorian aristocracy. But in 
the form of the choral lyric which had been adapted to the 
service of Athenian democracy, the dramatic chorus, we 
find a difierent estimate of the reliabiHty of Apollo. In the 
chorus of a lost drama Aeschylus makes Thetis complain 
of the falsity of the god of truth. At her nuptials, com- 
plains Thetis, ApoUo was present and celebrated in song 
her fair progeny whose days were to be long, and who 
were to know no sickness. “And when he had spoken of 
my lot as in all things blessed of heaven he raised a note 
of triumph and cheered my soul. And I thought that the 
word of Phoebus, being divine and fuU of prophecy, would 
not faiL And now he himself who uttered the strain, he 
who was present at the banquet, he himself who said this — 
he it is who has slain my son.” Euripides too, as is of course 
fanuliar knowledge, in several of his dramas developed the 
theme of the falseness of Apollo. 

An attack by the Athenian democracy on the Delphic 
Apollo, the religious prop of Dorian oligarchy, is only what 
one would expect to find. Equally natural is it to observe 
that it was this attack cai Apollo that provided Plato with 
one of his motives for the banishmait of the poets from 
his Ideal State. It is he who has preserved for us the firag- 
ment of Aeschylus quoted above (Republic, ii, 383). He 
comments on it thus: “We will not praise these verses 
of Aeschylus. . . These are the kind of sentiments about 
the gods which will arouse our anger; and he who utters 
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them be refused a chonis; neither shall we allow 
teachen to make use of them in Ae instructioii of Ae 
young, meaning, as we do, Aat oA guarAans, as far as 
men can be, should be true worshippers of Ae gods and 
like Aem.” 

Plato, as we have seen, felt proper to recommend Ae 
wisdom of Socrates by alleging Ae guarantee of Ae Oracle 
to its quality. And as he gave Apollo a role m philosophy, 
so also he gave him one in politics. “For Ae Delphian 
Apollo Acre will remain Ae most important, Ae noblest, 
and Ae chiefest acts of legislation . . , Ae erection of temples 
and Ae appomtment of sacrifices and oAer ceremonies 
connected wiA gods and demi-gods and heroes. . . . For 
it is Ais god, I presume, expounding from his seat on Ae 
Omphalos at Ae earA’s centre, who is Ae national expositor 
to all men on such matters.”*® It was for this god, in his 
rbarai-f-ffr as fountain of political religion, Aat Lucretius 
reserved his special scorn. The exaltation of Ae Ionian 
traAtion of natural philosophy over Ae auAority of Ae 
Oracle ofDelphi was no chance comparison, no iAe hyper- 
bole; it was an essential dement m that revolution of Ae 
mind of society at which Ae poet, following in Ae foot- 
steps of Epicurus, aimed.** 


* We can measure the progress of Epicurean studies between 

Mommsen and the present day by comparing the passage quoted from 
Mommsen in the text with die following from Sikes, Lucretius, Poet 
and Philosopher, 1936: “The poem is an epic whose hero is not so much 
Epicurus as Man: and the atoms from which Man is formed are not 
oiy signifrcant as die prime elements of the Universe. Aldiough sense- 
less thanselves, they contain, in Aeir wonderful changes and inter- 
actions, the promise and the potency of all life— human as well as 
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animal and vegetable.” This point he illustrates by quoting the fine 
lines. Book I, 250-256; 

**postremo pereunt imbrcs, ubi eos pater aether 
in gremium matris terrai praedpitavit; 
at nitidae surgunt fruges ramique vircscunt 
arboribus, crescunt ipsae fetuque gravantur; 
hinc alitur porro nostrum genus atque ferarum, 
hinc laetas urbis pueris florere videmus 
frondiferasque novis avibus canere undique silvas. . . 

(“The rains perish when father sky has cast them into the lap of 
mother earth; but from them spring up the shining crops, and branches 
grow green upon the trees, and trees themselves grow and load them- 
selves with fiuit; likewise from the same source is bred our race and 
the race of beasts, from the same source we see glad dties bloom with 
children and the leafy woods resound on all sides with the young 
birds.”) 

For the Epicurean the history of man and dvilizadon is part of the 
natural history of the universe. 

^ See Regenbogen, Lukrez: Seine Gestalt in seinem Gedicht, 1932. 

* Cf. Cicero, De Divinatione, i^45, 102. 

* Phases in the Religion of Atuieni Rome. pp. 218-221. 

® Patin, Etudes sur la Poisie Latine^ ed. 3, p. 128, quotes from the 
De Natura Rerum: 

“MoUi quum somno dedita membra, 
effusumque iacet sine sensu corpus onustum, 
est aliud tamai in nobis, quod tempore in iHo 
multimodis agitatur et omncs acdpit in se 
laetitiae motus ac curas cordis inanes” (in, 113 ff); 

and comments: 

“Rien de mieux vu, de mieux senti, de mieux rendu. Qu*cn condut 
Lucr^ i que Time n’est pas, comme le veulent quelques philosophes, 
un 6tre coHectif, ,un resultat, une relation, une harmonic, qu’elle est 
ime partic du corps. Nous en tiror^ nous cette autre comlusiont qu*elte 
est distincte du corps.** 

This completely misses the essential point Lucretius is concerned to 
prove that we have no evidence of soul apart from blood and nerves. 
Are blood and nerves abolished by sleep 2 
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By ai^mncats Patin proved, to his own satis&ctkai, la spintmliti 
M iMcrhx, But why must spirituality in Lucretius be in- 
voluntary, unless by ‘spirituality one intends the belief that life exist 
apart from matter? 

Patin is filled with admiration for the argument of Ludretius in 
support of freedom of the will, but thinks it inconsistent with die rest 
of his philosophy. But the inconsistency is wholly of his own ma k i n g. 
It results from the fact that Padn cannot understand that for Lucretius 
free-will, so far as it exists, is not something that logically inheres in a 
definition of soul, but an historical product, an attribute of animals and 
men at a certain stage of their evolution. Sec Bk. H, 251-293 ; 973-990* 

O/. /i/., pp. 186-190. See also Bouche-Leciercq, V intolerance 
reUgteuse it let politique ^ pp. 25-32, for a summary review of the 
situation at Rome. 

Rranz Akheam, A History of^rman Religion (1938), p- BJ'S* 

• Bywqys in the Classics, p. 9^« 

• This passage is probably the dm to the reason why Lucretius chose 
a verse medium. The old Greek philosophers generally wrote in prose; 
bat three of them, Xenophanes, Parmenides, Empedodes, prcfcrr^ 
vctsc. This dioke was probably dictated by the audience they wished to 
address. It is probable that both in the Greece of the fifth century and the 
Rcmic of the first, poetry would reach a wider audience than prose, that 
is as a vehicle for philosophy, I infer that Lucretius hoped to be widely 
read, and heard. 

In the De Dimnatione^ Cicero strikes a great blow at superstition, 
in the De Legibus he recommends it for politii^ purposes. It is the typical 
of Classical Antiquity. The Epicureans alone stood unequi- 
vocaBy for cnlightemiient first, last^ and all the time. The progress of 
Plato from the famous saying in the Apology, **An unexamined life is 
no life for a man,** to the religious legislation of the Laws^ is the saddest 
tragedy of intellect in the ancient world. 

IL 3«-93* 

Tukulans, IV, iii, 6 and 7. 

Tusedms, II, ii, 5-7. 

Reid, Acadmica of Cicero, Intro,, p. ai. 

^ Op- ciL, Intro,, p, 22. - 

Martha is of opinion that Cicero revealed his real opinion of 
Epicureanism when he protested impatiently, “Such language should 
rather be repressed by a censor than refut^ by a philosopher.** De 
Finibus, ii, 10. Op. ciL, p. 352. 

See Ad Fam., xv, 16, i and rp, ii. 

214 



LUCRETIUS 


See “The Gods of Epicurus and the Roman State/* l^ie Modem 
Quarterly ijviy 1938* p. 216. 1 note, to my satisfection, that Martha is of 
the same opinion. My own view was formed independently. 

See Cicero, De Natura Deorum, i, 21, 57-“58. On this passage Hadzsits 
{Lucretius and his Influence^ 1935) remarks: “This statement tacitly places 
Velleius ahead of Lucretius; at the time of the composition of the 
De Natura Deorum, Velleius was a senator and the ranking Roman 
Epicurean/* 

^ The relation of Lucretius to the Epicurean writers of prose in 
Latin who prececded him is obscure. He ckims in one place (v, 3 36, 3 3 7) 
to be the first to expound the Epicurean philosophy in Latin; but the 
passage suggests that he may have been thinking only of yerse. 

So I interpret Tusculans, I, iii, taken in conjunction with II, ii, 5-7 
and rV, iii, 6 and 7. H 

^ Plutarch, Cleomenes, ii: d Se JStcolkos Xoyog rt Trpo^ tols 
/xcyoAas* (fivaeis /cat o^elas c^rta^ioAc? /cat irapdjSoAov, j3a0€t Se 
/cat 'TTpacp Kepawvfievos r^dei pAXiara els to oLKctov ayaOov 
eTTiSlSwaLv* (For lofty and passionate souls the Stoic doctrine can be 
dangerous and misleading, but when blended with a deep and gentle 
nature it brings out what is best in it.) 

^ I take the occasion to gather together here some sentences from 
Altheim*s book which support my point of view as regards the influence 
of the Stoics: 

“When the Stoa fint set foot in Rome, mainly through the work of 
Panaetius and the decisive influence of the Scipionic circle, its theology 
came with it. Especially impressive was the division, going back probably 
to Panaetius himself, of religion into three parts — ^political, m3rthical, and 
natural. The idda that it was the statesmen who, as lawgivers in divine 
matters as in earthly, had placed in men’s hearts the belief in divine 
power, . . . did not fail in its effect on the members of the senatorial 
aristocracy, who clustered round the circle of the younger Scipio.** 
“Now came the age when the Stoa was to intervene decisively in the 
history of Roman religion as well.” “The whole (i.e. of Varro’s work on 
religion, with its Stoic inspiration) represented a comprdiensive attempt 
to portray the whole of Roman religion from Stoic foundations.’* 
Roman region- “had taken refuge in the arms of the Stoic theology 
and of a science based upon it.” “In so far as the collection of the tradition 
of rdhgion was an 'occasion for realizing its extent, its meaning and its 
wealth, it became also a spur to raise to the rank of a norm of national 
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life 'w^btevcr had survived tiiis new test and thereby proved its value,’* 
spcdal imfKKtancc of Cicero for the history of Roman religion 
ccmistsindicfiathatheisatrticrcpresenta^cofthenobiK that he 
agam gave emphatic expressiem to the inner ccmnexicai of state and 
statMrfigiocL” Op. pp. 334 “ 338 . 

** His dbaractedstk, of keeping discussion of the truths of Natural 
Philosc^hy, of whkh Acdbgy is a. branch, out of hearing of the people, 
is commm to all schooh except the Epicurean. * 

*“Sec Lam^ H, vih: Qmpie haec privatim et puhlke modo rituque fiant, 
Msmmib ignm a putlkis sacerJotihus; and xii: continet mim rent pMicam 
amsitio et mscUmtate opHmMhm semper popuimn indigere, 

jDe Dwmdimte, H, Ixdi, 148, C^trast this passionate pica for 
Ae banhhmcnt of divination from the public and Ac private life of 
Rohm; wiA the sedemn prctotation in II, xiii: Atticus: haciude re 
qumry tpdd seniks* Marcus: JEgoae? dimmOUmemf ipum Graeci puvmfci/jv 
appeUmtf esse setOiOf etc. WiA Cicero, as with Plato, the question 
must always be asked, Are these the words of the l^islaior or of Ac 
phlosopAert . 

^ LamSy n, xii; and H vi. Note also II, x: qmeque augur iniusta 
nefosta, pitiosa dka (kfixerity imita infectaque suntos quique non paruenty 
coital esta. EHsobcdicnce to Ac augurs is to be punished wiA dcaA. 

** C^. dr., p. 54* 

For Ac behaviour of the Pythia, see Robert FlaccH^re, Le fonctiorme-- 
ment de torade de Delphes au temps de Plutarque {J^tudes d'archeologie 
grecque: Amides de rj&cok des Hautes-£tudes de Gandy t. ii, 1938), 

The Pythia drew water from Ae spring CassoA, which flowed by 
Ac navdktonc, mounted Ae high trip^, Aank Ac holy water, chewed 
laurel leaves, brcaAcd in the vapoun of Ae pneuma and entered into a 
trance (|^. 104-105). 

Rqp., 427 B.C, 

For the attitude of the various philosophic Schools to the 
Delphic oracle see Parke, Historj of the Delphic Oracle , pp. 41 1- 
418. Pythagoras, Plato and the Stoics have close connections 
with the oracle, the lonians and the Epicureans none. 
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AFTER LUCRETIUS 


Sufficient evidence has now, I think, been adduced, to show 
that Lucretius in the De Remm Natura was dealing with 
a contemporary situation. It is true that the state-religion 
of Rome was in decay. But the effort to revive its function 
as an instrument of oHgarchic repression was a characteristic 
of the age. The great work of Varro on religion had raised 
again the whole question of the function of reli^on in the 
stabiin^g of society, and emphasiTed afresh the claims of 
the Noble Lie. It must also be remembered that his work 
merely carried on the tradition of a hundred years of 
Roman Stoicism. I-ucietius, on his side, stated, also in the 
most emphatic way, the rival view. Each philosophy 
represented a complete world-view. Each had its own view 
of the nature of things and of the course of human society. 
But the immediate practical outcome of Stoidsm was the 
recommendation: It is expeiientAhat the; people he deceived. in 
the matter of religion. The immediate practical outcome of 
Epicureanism was the intensification of ttife effort to enlighten 
the people in the matter of religion. 

Whether this situation be regarded as justification for 
the intense eamesmess of the polemic of Lucretius must 
still remain a matter of opinion. But I would claim that 
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sufficient evidence has been produced here to render inad- 
missible the view that the explanation of the passion of 
Lucretius must be sought wholly in any supposed psycho- 
logical maladjustment. It was something in die Italy of his 
own day that he was angry about, whether we sympathize 
■with his anger or not. It will not, I think, be found that 
any writer has impressed subsequent generations with an 
inescapable conviction of his greamess unless that wnter 
stood in some vital relation to the life of his time. Great 
books are not distilled out of boob; they are distilled out 
of life. And the essential thing about Lucretius is that in an 
age when the most learned author and the most eloquent 
statesman were agreed diat it is expedient that the people 
be deceived in the matter of religion he summoned all the 
resources of his learning and eloquence to maintain the 
opposite view. He declared his intention of doing what one 
man could to loosen men’s minds from the knots of religion, 
and called on his fellows not to stain their minds with the 
loathly thing. Whether we agree with him or disagree with 
him, the first step towards understanding him is to define 
clearly what he was about. It is because, -with all the advance 
of modem scholarship, this essential point seems to be 
obscured that I have felt impelled to write these chapters. 

Furthermore, it is important to remember that, in so far 
as the purpose of Lucretius has been understood in modem 
times, it has not always been approved. The Lucretian 
programme of popular enlightenment has not only ranged 
against it some of the greatest names of the past. Not only 
are Pindar, Plato, Aristotle, Polybius, Varro, and Cicero on 
the other side. Judicious and candid modem enquirers take 
the same stand. Such is the point of view that informs, for 
instance, the Whole of the earnest and influential work of 
Waxde Fowler on Roman religion and Roman society. 
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Neddng could be more eloquent of the dangen that are felt 
to infest this theme than Fowler’s considered judgment: 

“Looking at the matter historically, and not theologically, 
we ought to sympathize with the attitude of Cicero and 
Scaevola towards the religion of the State. It was based 
on a statesmanlike instinct; and had it been possible for 
that instinct to express itself practically in a positive policy 
like that of Augustus, instead of showing itself in philo- 
sophical treatises like the De Legihus ... it is quite possible 
that much mischief might have been averted. But in that 
generation no one had the shrewdness or experience of 
Augustus, and no one but Julius had the necessary free hand; 
and we may be almost sure that Julius, Pontifex Maximus 
though he was, was entirely unfitted by nature and expe- 
rience to undertake a work that called for such delicate 
handling , such insight into the working of the i^orant 
Italian mind.”^ 

Every word of this passage is worthy of the closest atten- 
tion; but it would be the subject of a different treatise to 
bring out all its implications and say why I regard them 
as unjustified. For the present I am concerned to lurge 
this one point: If the weight of opinion ancient and modem 
is agreed that it was the duty of the State to use all the 
shrewdness, all the experience, all the delicate handling, 
all the insight into the workii^ of the ignorant mind which 
it could command, not to enlighten that mind, but to invent 
such fictions and einbo% them in such external acts of 
rehgion as 'vyould remove any “danger” that might result 
firom the workings of the popular ihind, then t^e possibility 
of such a society welcoming sdence ot basi^ its life in 
any fimdamental way on science was precluded. Science 
in such a society was doomed. And it wasj doomed by 
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sometitmg extrinsic to its own nature. It was doomed by 
die political structure of ancient society.® 

Martha has expressed in his own clear way his sense of 
the incompatibility between the carefully fostered super- 
stition of ancient societies and a true science of nature. At 
Rome above all, every man who ventured on a scientific 
explanation of a natural phenomenon seemed to be en- 
CToaching on the limidcss power of the gods. In order to 
engage in science a man had to have the courage to declare 
his impiety. That is why the Romans remained so long 
in ignorance.”® 

For the false doctrines of the state cults— medicinal lies, 
as they appeared to his statesmanlike predecessors and con- 
temporaries — ^Lucretius, with that gift for metaphor in 
which his genius is so frequently reveded. coined the phrase, 
“wounds of life” (vuhera pitae)* In the Augustan age this 
medicine was administered, or these wounds inflicted, with 
a lavish hand. Not to speak of the Augustan revival of the 
state cults, the loftiest literature of the Augustan age is 
essentially incompatible with a scientific oudook on life. 
Virgil is a great antiquarian, but is innocent of history. In 
his Aeneid the history of Rome, reconstructed on the Stoic 
modd, becomes merely an illustration of the divine provi- 
dence, a miraculous tde of a destiny foretold by oracles 
and guided by portents, vrith pedigrees going back to the 
gods for the chief actors. It joins hands with Pindar on 
one side and Prudentius on the other. Its extraordinary 
merits should not blind us to the deliberate elimination of 
a true science of nature and a rational view of history. If* 
the account of human history in vhe Aeneid be contrasted 
with the accoimt given by Lucretius in his fifth book, and 
if it be remembered that the Aeneid was taught in all the 
schools of the Empire while the teaching of the De Rerum 
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Natura was condemned, the total loss of the scientific con- 
science in the subsequent centuries becomes more intelligible. 

Polybius had allowed to the historian the right to qualify 
his professional veracity with a “statesmanlike” admixture 
of the miraculous for the sake of the popular min d. Livy 
takes fid! advantage of the permission. Edification rather 
than truth is the guiding light of his spirit, and in his preface 
he makes clear that history in his conception is not so much 
a science as a form of national glorification. “We grant 
the indulgence to the remote past of intermingling the divine 
with the human with a view to exaltirg the beginnings 
of cities; and if any people may claim the privilege of con- 
secrating their origins by referring their foundation to the 
gods, such is the military glory of the Roman people that 
when they boast Mars in particular as their own, or their 
founder’s, parent, the human race at large may bear this 
with the same submission as it bears their sway.”® A Thucy- 
dides would have been as unwelcome in the Rome of 
Augustus as an Anaxagoras. 

In this matter we are not left to coryecture. Livy’s Greek 
contemporary, Dionysius, whose active career as a writer 
was spent in Rome, takes Thucydides to task for his love 
of truth and neglect of the prime duty of a historian, to 
gloze unwelcome facts. His is most instructive. 

“A second function of historical investigation is to deter- 
mine where to begin and how far to proceed, in this respect, 
again, Herodotus displays fer better judgment than Thucy- 
dides. He begins with the cause of the original uyuries done 
to the Greeks by the barbarians, and goes on his way till 
he ends with the punishment and retribution that befell 
them. Thucydides, on the contrary, starts with the incipient 
decline of the Greek world. This should not have beai 
done by a Greek and an Athenian, etc.”"* In the Augustan 
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^ the intellectual standards of the great past of Greece 
are didbonoured, though the craft of the Tyriter never 
attained to greater perfection. Luo-etius had maintained 
these standards "with passion. He speaks of the upholders 
of the scientific tradition as “the grave Greeks who seek 
trutL”’ But the Roman conception o£gravitas was innocent 
of any relation to truth. It is, on occasion, specifically the 
quality that could impose on the people belief in die 
polidcally necessary fiction. livy, when he describes 
die imposing f^Bchood by which IVoculus Julius persuaded 
the distressed and rebellious people of the immortality of 
Romulus, gives this characterization of its author: gravis 
quamvis magnae rei auctor (a man of such weight— — 
as to win acceptance for any statement).® 

And this is precisely the type of character to which so 
ethical an author as the late Warde Fowler f^ compelled 
to award the highest praise. He tdls us that he can find in 
the whole mass of Cicero’s correspcmdence hardly anything 
to show that Cicero had any sense of dependence on, or 
responsibility to, a Supreme Being. He tells us that, as far 
as the forms of rehgion were concerned, Cicero’s interest 
in religious practice was confined to ceremonies which had 
some political importance. He tells us that Lucredus was 
a great rd^ous poet, a prophet in deadly earnest, calling 
men to renounce their errors both of thought and conduct. 
And then he concludes by telling us that, looking at the 
matter historically, we ought to sympathize with the Cicero 
of the Laws and condemn the author of the De Rmm 
Natura.^ What, then, is this view of history which can 
justify so strange a conclusion t We shall try to analyse it. 

While the ancient writers themselves reveal openly 
enough that die object of the state cult was to keep the 
people quiet under the system of property reladons that 
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dbtained, Fowler will have none of it. Polybius tells us that 
the object of the cults was to frighten the people. Cicero 
points out how essential the institution of augurs had been 
in preventing such movements as that of Tiberius Gracchus 
to break up the large estates. Fowler ignores these things. 
According to him the one object of the cults was to 
comfort the masses. “The governing classes were trying to 
quiet the minds of the people by convincing them that 
no effort was being spared to set right their relations vdth 
the unseen powers; they had invoked in vain their own 
local and native deities, and had been compelled to seek 
help elsewhere; they had found their own narrow system 
of religion quite inadequate to express their religious 
experience of the last twenty years.” 

These words are written with special reference to the 
religious legislation enacted during the Ha nn ibalic invasion 
(that is, with reference, among other things, to the establish- 
ment in Rome of the worship of the Great Mother, in par- 
ticular regard to whose cult Lucretius had begged his readers 
not to “stain their minds with foul religion”), but they fairly 
represent the mind of Fowler on the whole history of 
Roman rehgion. For him it is possible to bring the whole 
thing under the tide of The Religious Experience of the Roman 
People ^’^ — ^as if the rich who buried their dead in mausoleums 
along the pubhc highways and the poor whose dead were 
thrown into the common pit had one and the same religious 
experience; as if the Senate, who decided to establish a cult 
like that of the Great Mother and fetched in a blackened 
meteorite from Asia Minor for the purpose, which meteorite 
had obviously not been consciously missed by the great 
m^ority of the Roman people, but who also decided to 
root out by fire and sword a cult like that of Bicchus which 
the people had chosen to introduce for themselves — as if 
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the Senate could be said in any sense to be united with 
the people in a common religious experience; as if the 
deceivers and the deceived (**it is expedient that the people 
be dedeved in the matter of rehgion”) can be said to have 
shared a common religious experience. The Religious 
Experience of the Roman People is a tide under which an 
adequate history of Roman religion cannot be written. 

In a recent study of andent society I find the following 
paragraph: “Plato says that laws restricting the sale of 
property were not viewed with favour in oligarchies. 
This was because oligarchs were, he says, sharp-set for land 
as a main source of wealth, and such restrictions hampered 
the rate or even the possibility of acquisidon of landed 
property . This is a statement of first-dass importance, from 
the light it throws on the part played by the nobility in 
directing the economic policy and history of their respective 
states. That history, in Attika, is by no means to be con- 
ceived as a sort of humanly uncontrollable natural evolu- 
tion, but as the outcome of a very dehberate policy of 
exploitation for which the oligarchical nobihty must bear 
the responsibility.”^^ 

Th«e are relevant words, for the tendency to represent 
events which have very definitely been controlled by human 
policy as being “a sort of humanly uncontrollable natural 
evolution” is by no means confined to the economic sphere. 
Religion is one of its playgrounds. In so acute and worldly- 
wise an historian as Nilsson, to choose not the worst offender, 
we read again and again such sentences as “Apollo saw,” 
“Apollo dedded,” “Apollo this” and “Apollo that,” until 
we begin to ask ounelves: Does Professor Nilsson really, 
perhaps, believe in Apollo ? And, if not, why does he not 
rather say “The Delphic priesthood saw, dedded, or what 
not?” In the latest historian of Roman reUgion, Professor 
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Altheim, this habit of assuming the objective trath of 
ancient religious beliefs has reached such a pitch that critics 
have suspected that he is not speaking figuratively, but 
literally accepts the existence of the pagan deities of Greece 
and Rome. But I would urge that thus to expunge human 
inventiveness from the development of religion, and in 
particular from such an aspect of religion as we have been 
considering, namely, the offidally established state cults, 
is to falsify religious history in the way in which the writer 
whom we quoted above claimed that economic history had 
been deformed. 

But we may even go further, and discover a still closer 
relevance in his wor<k. For the oligarchical nobility who, 
according to our writer, controlled the development of 
economic policy and guided it into channels which facili- 
tated the monopoly of land were the same persons who, 
in their capacity as senators and magistrates and priests, 
presided over the religious policy of their respective states 
and guided the reHgious life of the people into such forms 
as would best support the monopoly. The essential was 
to foster the belief that the oligarchical nobility were where 
they were by the will of heaven, and that any efibrt to 
dislodge them would be rewarded by condign pu nishme nt 
in this world and the next. 

Such a programme, of cqurse, never exists in its naked 
simplicity as the conscious mental attitude of a whole class 
in society. It reveals itsdf only in moments of unguarded 
candour, or when there is a crisis of thought; and then, as 
a rule, only as part of a complex of ideas whereby the noblest 
instincts may be enlisted on vhe side of obscurantism, in 
thought and monopoly in wealth. Such was the case of 
Pindar and Plato. Such was the case of Ciceio and VirgiL 
And such was the conception of society inculcated during 
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the principate of Augustus by the Stoic poet, Manihus, 
who wrote consciously to combat the view-point on 
nature and society of the De Rerum Natura. According to 
him the universe is constructed on the pattern of the 
aristocratic State. In the heavens themselves we can detect 
among the stars the degrees of rank and privilege of earthly 
society, the senators, the knights, the citizens, and the 
nameless mob. “But if to the people, who are the most 
numerous, strength had been given in proportion to their 
numbers, the whole universe would go up in flames.”^ 
The Christians of the early centuries did not take the 
view of the religious legislation of pagan society as 
has been taken by modem Christians like Warde Fowler. 
St. Augustine, in his City of God, discusses the question of 
the manipulation of religion by the governing classes in 
pagan antiquity and assigns a motive for it. I translate the 
passage: 

“Book iv. Chapter xxxii. 

Upon what show of utility the governing classes among the 
pagans wished false religions to persist among the peoples 
subject to them, 

Varro tells us that as regards the generation of the gods 
die people were more indined to the poets than to the 
philosophen, and that that was the reason why their ances- 
tors, that is to say the old Romans, believed in the sex and 
generation of gods and supposed them to marry. But the 
reason, of course, was that it was the business of statomen 
and philosophers to deceive the people in the matter of 
religion, and nl so doing not only to set up the worship 
of devils but to take them as their example, for the chief 
delight of devils is deceiving. Devik caimot take possession 
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of men until they have deceived them; so the leaders of 
the state, who were assuredly not just men but rather 
devilish, persuaded the people in the name of rel%ion to 
accept as true what they knew to be lies, thus binding 
them the more tightly to their form of society so that they 
might subdue and possess them, as the devils also did. And 
what chance had poor ignorant men of escaping the com- 
bined deceit both of the dewls and of the leading men 
of the state?” 

In this one point the Epicureans and the Christians, poles 
apart as they were in other respects, jcnned hands. In the 
narrative of Lucian we find the oracle-moi^er Alexander 
warning away from the scene of the mystic pantomimes 
by which he fleeced the people, “any atheist or Christian 
or Epicurean.’’ The collocation is interesting; it indud« 
all those who made evident their hostility to the rcli^on 
of the State. And Just as the Epicureans were united with 
the Christians on this point, so on the same point they 
were separated from all the other philosophical schools. 

Lucian assures us that the impostor Alexander enjoyed the 
support of the Platonists, Stoics, and Pydiagoreans. Else- 
where also he emphasizes the isolation of the Epicureans 
in their protest against die supmdtions of the timc.“ 

But if the Epicureans and the Christians were united in 
their opposition to the state cults, they di^sred in die means 
by which they sought to free the people. Among the many 
valuable elemmts which the Christian crusade united under 
its banner for the regeneration of ancient society, physkal 
sdoace was conspicuous by its absence. We have seen, in 
the pass^ just quoted firom St Augustine, that he does 
not rejtect belief in the gods of the heathen; he merdy 
regards them as malevolent powers, and renames than 
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devils, or demons. Hic New Testament, as Huxley stressed 
in a notorious controversy in die nineteendi century, is 
permeated with demonology; and in the second century 
of our era, Origen, the most learned of the Greek fathers 
of the Ghnrch, strongly supported this view. He did what 
one man could to undo the work of mhghtenment that 
had been attempt«l by die Hippocratic author of The 
Sacred Disease. He imposed the. idea that epilej^ and 
somnambulism were inaladies of demoniacal origin, and 
migbr be ccMisidcrcd as forms of possession. And with the 
cxudty rbaf springs from fear and ignorance he laid extra 
burdens upon die sick. Epileptics were excluded from 
making presents at die altar. They were also excluded from 
communion, in the sens^ of participation in the eucharist. 
It was feared that their ailment was contagious. Unhappily, 
the future, at least for over a thousa^.d years, lay with 
Origen rather than Hippocrates.^ 

Nor could even a knowledge of Hippocrates avail to 
^<^m the tide of superstition. The most learned of the Latin 
frthers in the second century, TertuUian, among the rich 
resources of his mind knew also Hippocrates. In his treatise 
On the Soul he considers that he disposes of three sources 
of information: philosophy, medidne, and Holy Scripture. 
He is well read in the philosophers, but handles them widi 
enviable freedom, treating some of the greatest of them 
to the greatest disrespect. His opinion of the doctors of 
medicine, when he comes to discuss them, is of an alto- 
gedier higher sort, and he is ready to bow to the entire 
authority they hold in their own domain. But his enquiry 
into them is subordinate to his endeavour to understand 
the truths of Christianity, and in case of conflict between 
science and Holy Writ he does not hesitate: the Scripture 
is surely right.“ By such steps did science degenerate to 
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the Icvdi at which we found it in our opening chapters 
in Cosmas Indicopleustes and in Prudentius. 

But for this degeneration Christianity does not bear the 
blame. The uncritical acceptance of tlw Hebrew Bible as 
an orade was not the cause of the dedine of sdence, but 
merdy a symptom. The tradition of a sdence of nature 
had long been trailing its slow length alon^, scotched' like 
a poisonous snake by the adversary who really feared it, 
the privileged classes in sodety. M order to control sodety, 
it was necessary for them to control “truth.” If anybody 
was to be foee to He, as Plato put it, it must be the 
government. But the privili^ed classes can never wholly 
control sdence, which draws its evidences from the five 
senses possessed by all men, .and is the necessary enemy 
of blind audioiity in that its only appeal is its reasonable- 
ness, its only triumph its free acceptance by an instructed 
mind. Ol%axchies, then, must discover other sources of 
“truth,” the oirades of Delphi, Sybilline books, die voices 
of birds, interpreted by aristocratic priests, who alone have 
access to the mind of the gods. Above all, there must be 
maintained such a distance between the classes that when 
some great and good man rises up to tell the sodally- 
necessary lie, his gravitas may be such as can carry the weight 
of vdiat he says. For the entertainment: of die privileged 
behind dosed doors shall be kept ahve a sdence of a kind. 
But he that publishes such sdence in the market-place is 
a traitor to his class. Such was the tone and temper of 
andent sodety, and it was this tone and temper that wa*! 
incompatible widi the sdentifre spirit. 

In sixth-century lOnia man faced Nature in the confident 
hope that by his unaided powers he would be able to wrest 
from her her secrets; and in his bold enterprise he came to 
fed Imnself et^s^ed t^ion an ethical as well as a sdentifre 
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task. Comdcnce acquired a new scope as man realized that 
his progress in knowledge meant submitting his mind to 
tihc acceptance of external fact, of external law, and that the 
understanding of this law gave him power to help or harm 
his fellows. Philatithropia, love of 1^ fellows, became his 
inspiration as much as theoria, disinterested curiosity. 

But the obstacles to the growth of this new knowledge 
and to the exercise of this new power proved greater, and 
other, than had been anticipated. Not only iid Nature 
prove more complex than man had supposed, but political 
obstacles also intervened. If democracy dimly and fitfully 
perceived that its fiite was linked wiA science, oligarchy 
had no manner of doubt that ignorance was its shield. The 
politico-religious oi^anization of oligarchical society became 
increasingly opposed to the pre^ess of science. Platonism, 
in one aspect one of the most strenuous efforts ever made 
by the mind of man to extend the domain of reason, is 
in another aspect an elaborate plan for the substitution of 
truth in the mind of the citizen body by an intricate system 
of lies. 

Aristotle saved his scientific soul by a breacn with 
Platonism vdiere Platonism had lost touch with Nature, 
but he retained firom Platonism the view that truth is the 
preserve of the dite, and that social order must be based 
on acknowledged superstition. That this oligarchic cor- 
ruption of the roots of the popular intelligence was to some 
extent firutrated in Greek society was due to the Epicurean 
movement. Epicureanism was a phenomenon called into 
being by the circumstances of its time and place. It was 
in Athens that the conflict between Ionian science and the 
technique of controUing society through the Noble Lie 
first became clear. It was in Athens that dbe Noble Lie 
attained its most elaborate philosophical justification. It 
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was in Athens that a man was found who attempted to 
attack the Lie at every point and undermine it, and to show 
how life must be based on a rational knowledge of the 
Nature of Things. 

In the West the rulers of Rome achieved a degree of 
success in the control of society through superstition that 
was denied to the Greek oligarchies. Under the aegis of 
Rome the progress of public ignorance was assured. Their 
practice, commended by Polybius, and brought up to date 
by the philosophen of the middle Stoa, received its final 
consecration in the politico-religious writh^ of Varro and 
Cicero. The same programme of the Roman oligarchy, 
that found admiring supporten in Varro and Cicero, 
called forth the passionate protest of Lucretius. The De 
Renan Natura is the last great cry of Greek science, express- 
ing not only its devotion to truth but its devotion to 
humanity. The poem is a protest against the dissemi- 
nation of supentition by authority and an attempt to 
resist it. 

The widespread movement of popular enlightenment 
out of which it sprang sufiered a fatal blow with the over- 
throw of the Republic. One of the departments of state 
in which the Prindpate most successfully and thoroughly 
restored order was religio. A popular movement of adightcn- 
ment v/as no longer possible. A firee mind like that of 
Seneca could only groan inwardly under the obscenity and 
inanity of the public cults. “These observances a philoso|dier 
will maintain because they are imposed by law, not beouise 
they please the gods.” “The whole base throng of gods 
assemble,d by a superstition coeval with time we must 
worship, without forgetting that we do so to set an example, 
not because they exist.”“ Where Lucrbtius attacks the 
institution, Seneca contorts himself wi^ expressiag his 

231 



AfTER tUCRETIUS 


personal disgust at it^ while giving his approval to its 
firaudulcnt purpose. 

The very understanding that there was such a thing as 
science, except for a few languishing techniques such as 
medicine or architecture, almost died out under the Empire. 
And as the next great challenge to the values of the 
oKgarchy surged up, the challenge of Christianity, it was 
innocent of ah knowledge of natural philosophy or of the 
true course of human history. It marched to battle under 
the inspiration of a new oradc, the Hebrew Scriptures, 
with no understanding of the element of human error and 
the dement of human imposture they contain. Its own new 
scriptures, with their fire^ share of errors and impostures, 
were soon accorded a like reverence. The sense of the 
necessity of a true knowledge of nature and of history for 
man’s guidance of his destiny had been wholly lost. It was 
tx> be a millennium and more before men were again to 
realize that the human head, which produced them, is worth 
more than all the bibles and all the creeds. 


1 Social Rom (190S), p. 326. Warde Fowler treats the religious 
legislation of the Romans as justifiable deception of the people. His 
disciple Cyril Bailey spreads over it the doak of a sdll greater charity. 
‘*It is ttotcHious that polytheism is always prepared to add new gods to 
its pantheon; Home was in this respect no exception, and, as she developed 
inteOectudly^ she was correspondingly ready to indude new ideas in her 
dicology” {Religion in Vngil Orford, 1935)- This is suidy too 
complimentary. 

* The, achievement of andent dvilization was the separation of 
science arid the dtiizen. Hence the historical significance of the tide 
of Professor Hogben’s latest book: Science for die Citizen, 

• Marth^, op, at., p. 360. 
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^ See Bk. V, 1197; and Bk. HI, 63. 

A suggestive beginning of an analysis of the metaphors of Lucredus 
was made by EL Pavies in Notes on Luaetius {The Critenon, Oaober 
1931). The subject needs to be worked out. 

^ Livy, Prefaci 

* Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Letter to Pompeius, 769, 770. Transladon 
by W. Rhys Roberts. 

De Rerum Natura, i, 640. 

® Livy, i, 16, 5. 

® The account of Fowlcr^s opinions here given is drawn from the 
chapter on Religion in his Social Life at Rome m the Age of Cicero. 

This is the title of Fowler^s study of Roman rcKgion, published 
in 1911, three years later than his Social Life at Rome, It is interesting tc 
sec the tide of the later book foreshadowed in the former. 

Solon the Liberator^ W. J. Woodhouse, Oxford University Press. 
1938, p. 147- 

Astronomicon v, 734~endL 

^ Sec the two essays of Lucian, Alexander the Oracle-^mongerf and 
Philopseudes or the Lover of Falsehood, 

Franz Joseph Doelger, Antike und Christentum^ fascicule ii (Heft 4). 
Notice in Supplhnent critique Bud 4 1934. 

^ J. H. Wastink, TertulUen, De Antma, Notice in Supplement critique 
Bude, 1934. in the De Anima wiU be found the source of Prudentius* 
views on the soul and the future life. 

See St. Augustine, De Civitate Dei, vi, 10. 
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